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CHAPTER I
THE NATURE AND THE ORIGINALITY OF THE METAMORPHOSES
The Metamorphoses or The Golden Ass, the romance of the Roman
African author Apuleius, is rare in the corpus of classical lite rature in that it at one and the same time presents the reader with
ribald comedy and with a r evelation of re ligious salvation.

Books I

through X of the work relate the history of Lucius, a young man whose
love of magic takes him to Thessaly where he is mistakenly changed
into an ass and made to wand er throughout Greece in his shameful
condition because of a lack of the availability of antidotal rose petals.
In the course of his adventures he und ergoe s numerous hardships and
gathers a rich collection of stories on the way.

The tone of the

work changes radically in the e l eventh book, however, when the unfortunate ass-man is relieved of his pain by the goodness of the
goddess Isis, who changes him back into his human form and calls him
to be his devoted, ascetic priest.

It is difficult to view the work in

its totality since the somber religious tone of the last section give s
the impre ssion of being totally unrelated to the story telling which
has gone on be fore, and indeed it is the accepted opinion that the
Isis ep isode of Book XI was an Apuleian invention which was added to
a plot outline derived from another author.

Be this as it may, I

be li eve that t he religious themes which are made clear in Book XI are
equally present in the ear li er chapters, and that it is a valid study

2

to attempt to trace them throughout the book.

The Metamorphoses thus

becomes more than a story teller's showpiece, and assumes the
importance of a work which reflects the religious beliefs of its time .
Of primary importance in a discussion of the religious themes
which continue throughout the book is the question of the originality
of The Metar.1orphos es, for the extent to which Apuleius used the work
of another will affect the amount of stress we can place on the
religious inferences in the earlier part of the book.

The tale of

the transformation of Lucius into an ass is one which is not original
with Apul eius, and Apuleius himself freely admits that his inspiration is from another source as The Metamorphoses ' opening lines show:
At ego tibi sermone isto Milesio varias fabulas conseram
auresque tuas benivolas lepido suserro permulceam.
I will join together various stories for you in this
Milesian tal e , and I will soothe your benevolent ears with a
pleasant murmuring .l
At the end of Chapter I, Apuleius again speaks in the person of Lucius
and attributes the story to Greek origin :
Fabulam Graccanicam incipimus :
We beg in a Grecian tale.2
There is indeed ample evidence that The Metamorphoses had a Greek source
since there exists among the manuscripts of the satirist Lucian a story
which relates the transformation of Lu cius as it is pr e s ented in
Apuleius,AU'H.t..gS" ~

Ovos- Lucius, or the Ass.

The work is approximately

one third the size of rhe Metamorphoses since it contains only the
stories which relate to the transformation and none of the extraneous
material which is f ound in Apuleius.

Its ending is also radica lly

different, for Lucius regains his human form in an amphitheatre just
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before he is scheduled to participate in a spectacle of public lovemaking with a condemned woman.
There is also ev idence of the existence of another work in
Greek which relates the same tale although it is not now extant.
Photius, the Patriarch of Constantinopl e from 858 - 867 and 878- 886,
mentions having read a Gr ee k Metamorphoseis in his Bibliotheca, a
com~entary

on 280 prose works which he claims to have read.

This lost

work is the key to any speculations we might make as to the authorship and source of the original story, and it is wise, I believe, to
quote Photius' short passage in full:
I have read the Metamorphoses of Lucius of Patras, a work in
several books . His style is clear, pure and attractive . Though
he avoids innovations of language, he is inordinately fond of
marvellous stories, and one might almost call him another Lucian.
At any rate Lucius' first two books have more or l e ss been
copied by him from the work of Lucian entitled Lucius or the Ass;
or Lucian has copied his work from the books of Lucius. The
second alternative appea r s the more probable, if I may indulge
in conjecture; for which was ~he earlier we cannot as ye t tell.
For Lucian has, as it were, f il ed down Lucius' books with their
greater bulk, has removed wha~ he did not think suitable for
his own particular purpos e and, using the original phrases and
constructions, has assembled what remains in one book, calling
what he has plunder ed from that source Lu cius or The Ass. The
work of both authors is fu ll of fictitious stories and shameful
obscenitie s. Lucian, however, in composing this book as in his
other works, mocked and ridiculed the superstitions of the Greeks;
Lucius on the other hand was serious and believed in the me tamorphoses of men into other men and of beasts into men and back
again, and in all the other ridiculous nonsense of the old f ables,
so that he wove all that into the fabric of his tale . 3
Photius attribut es the lost work to Lucius of Patrae, the name
of the protagonist in Lucius, or The Ass, some times referred to as
The Onos, and presumably also the protagonist of the long er work .
Nothing is known of him, save f or this single referenc e .

Photius also

makes the assumption that the work attributed to Lucian was an epitome
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of the longer work of Lucius of Patrae, and there is good evidence
to support this position.

A comparison of The Onos with Apuleius'

more complete Metamorphoses will show that The Onos is most likely an
epi~ome

of a longer work which must have been available to Apuleius.

For examp l e, in The Onos, the author is describing the attempted escape
of the kidnapped girl on the ass' back and states that the robbers
captured them where "three roads meu• 4 !n The Metamorphoses, however,
the reason for the specific mention of the crossroads is made clear
when Apuleius describes an "argument" between the girl and the ass
over which of the roads to take since the ass knows the direction in
whi:h the robbers have gone and refuses to follow her commands.5
de lay caused their recapture by the kidnappers.

Their

Another example of

the shortened nature of The Onos is seen in chapter 38, when the ass
is being beaten by the priests of the Great Mother for betraying their
obscene activities to the townspeople .

The author of The Onos says

the following :

And then th ey beat me with that whip of knucklebones, and all
but killed me.6
The use of the word btt: Cvn implies that a whip has already been
I>

mentioned in the narrative, but no reference to it can be found in the
earlier chapters.

Apuleius, however, speaks of the same whipping in

Book VIII, 30 and also gives a fuller description of it two chapters
before.

It is the whip used by the priests in their self-flagellations,

"contort is taeniis lanosi velleris prolixe fimbriatum et multiiungis
talis ovium tesseratum, " "heavily fringed with twisted fillets of
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woolly fleece, and studded with the many -jointed knuckle-bones of
sheep."7

Obviously the author of The Onos has failed to properly mend

the gaps in his text .
If, then, it is accepted that both The Onos and The
Metamorphoses of Apuleius were adapted from a lost Greek work, we
must attempt to reconstruct the lost work in order to determine the
extent to which Apuleius relied on his source .

The problem is one

which involves extensive speculation, and no final conclusions can be
made.

The nature of the lost Greek romance has been an object of

study of Professor Ben Edwin Perry, who explored the subject in his
doctoral thesis of 1920, Jhe Metamorphoses Ascribed to Lucius of
Patrae, and in later works.
Apu~eian

His conclusions are generally accepted by

scholars .
Professor Perry believes that despite its plural title, the

original Metamorphoses , like The Onos and Apuleius' work, contains
only the tale of the transformation of Lucius, and not a number of
stories of transformations as the title may indicate.
re asons for this belief.

There are several

In the first place, as Perry says, "The whole

range of ancient literature, whether extant or known only through
citation, affords no good parallel to the Luciad."8

He has been able

to find no stories of changes of men into beasts other tha n the ass
transformation which could be expected if a well-known novel naming
other tra ns forma tions had existed .

There is also other evidence which

supports this conclusion in a more concrete manner .

Apuleius uses the

plural title Metamorphoses for his work which tells only of the transformation of Luc ius, and there is a note written on the earliest
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manuscript of The Onos from the tenth century which states that it is an
epitome of rhe Metamorph;ses, presumably meaning an epitome of the
entire work . 9

In addition, there is another passage in Photius'

Bibliotheca in which he compares Lucius of Patrae's work with the Vera
Historia of Luci an and other works which are not anthologies but relate
a continuous story.lO
These conclusions seem to contradict Photius' statement which
implies that the epitome, The Onos, was taken from only a part of the
original work:
bee~

"At any rate Lucius' first two books have more or less

copied by him from the work of Lucian entitled Lucius or the Ass;

or Lucian has copied his work from the books of Lucius."

On closer

ex amination of this statement we can see that Photius does not imply
that The Ass was taken from the first two books of Lucius' work, but
only that the first two books of both works were similar.

We perhaps

might assume that Photius only read the first two books of

~h e

Metamorphoses since he was familiar with the plot of The Ass.
Since the original Metamorphoses is generally believed to have
contained only the story of Lucius in its "several books," it has been
surmised that the work was very much like The OnQs both in language
and content.

Photius' comment, that the author of The Onos made use

of "the original phrases and constructions" seems to ring true when we
compare the lan guage of The Onos to the language of Apuleius '
Metamorphoses.

In numerous passages in Apuleius it is possible to find

phrasing which is quite obviously translated from the Greek original.
The content, too, is assumed to be much like that of The Onos, although
in a longer form .
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The entire Onos, and most of the additional incidents pertaining to the Luciad itself which are found in Apuleius are believed
to have formed the original work.

tspecially important to this study

is the fact that no scholar, to my knowledge, has attempted to assign
the numerous stories which Apuleius inserts in his Metamorphoses as
diversions from the central plot to the original work.

In many cases

Apuleius deliberately departs from the main thread of the narrative
and even alters it for the sake of a story, giving us a good indication that the story is original or from an unknown source.

A number

of stories, such as the various tales of the robbers and those told
by the people that Lucius encounters, are completely unrelated to the
narrative and are prefaced by only a minimal amount of introductory
material .

Frequently Lucius states that he simply overheard a story,

a very unlik ely event for anyone who had become an ass.

In order

to present the longest diversion of the book, the tale of Cupid and
Psyche, Apuleius actually changes the original story line in order to
make it possible for the ass to overhear the story.

In The
Onos the
- - - ----

ass is us ed by the robbers to carry stolen loot on the day after the
capture of the young girl, the lik ely duty of the ass, while in Apuleius
the ass has the privilege of remaining at the robbers' cave in order
to hear the woman tell the grieving girl a diverting story.ll

Thus

although the story of Lucius is not original with Apuleius, we may
assume that the numerous added stories in The Metamorphoses and the
embellishments of the main narrative are his, or at least taken from
sources which cannot be traced.
Professor Perry's research into the nature of the original
Metamorphoseis led him to the formulation of a thesis concerning the
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authorship of the original book which is vital to any discussion of
The Golden Ass.

Until the publication of Perry's dissertation it was

generally assumed that true to Photius' statement, the original work
was written by a man named Lucius of Patrae, and that the epitome,
The Onos although found in the manuscripts of Lucian, was probably not
his work since there were a number of non-Lucianic elements in its
language, and because it was highly unlikely that the great master of
satire would resort to plagarism.

Perry questioned the reliability

of Photius' statement since the Patriarch's reputation as a literary
critic is not held in good repute, by noting that the protagonist of
Ihe Onos and presumably the protagonist of the original also held the
name Lucius of Patrae, and that the work was probably believed to be
an autobiography.

When we consider the humiliating situation which

Lucius the ass must endure, and the gross indignity which he must
suffer at the end of the original story, it is highly unlikely that
any author would wish to gain literary respect by lampooning himself
in such a way .

Photius' mistake is not singular, for even so eminent

a figure as St. Augustine confused the character Lucius with Apuleius,
saying that Apuleius changed himself into an ass or at least claimed
to have been an ass.l2

Lucius of Patrae, Perry suggests, was assumed

to be the author of the work because of a simple error:

"Like

nwrerous other ancient writings the book in question probably appeared
at one time without the author's name, and Lucius of Patrae was mis taken for the real author."l3

Since Lucius is mentioned nowhere but

in Photius, and since Photius himself does not seem to know very
much about Lucius, it would seem that Perry's assumption is not too
extreme.
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Instead of attributing the original work to Lucius of Patrae,
Perry theorizes that the original was written by Lucian himself,
amo~g

whose manuscripts the epitome, The . Onos,appears.

several reasons for his conclusions.

There are

The first is the strong manuscript

tradition which always attributes the epitome to Lucian, and, as Perry
says, it is "out of the question" that Lucian would have constructed
an epitome of someone else 's work.l4

Lucian, in fact, strongly

attacks plagarism in one of his other satires where he says:

~~ y~p ~~~ ~AEp~~~~~ -- ~nayE. ,~ou ~o ~ovov
av E~no~~ EVE~va~ ~OL~ ~~E~Epo~~.

ou~

"For as to theft, • • • away with that charge!
This alone you could not say was in my works .15
Again, although non-Lucianic phrases have been discovered in The Onos,
there is an equally large number of elements in the work which could
be attributed to Lucian.

M. D. Macleod who translated The Onos for

the Loeb Classical Library says that two scholars, Knaut and Neukamm
" ••• amassed a formidable list of peculiarly Lucianic usages in The
Ass,"l5 and he himself says, " • • • the writer of The Ass often shows
an incredibly Lucianic turn of phrase'!l7

The third and most important

reason for attributing the original Metamorphoses to Lucian is the
Lucianic character of its style.

Although he is the author of pointed

satire, Lucian is also the author of the True Story, a tale of fantasy
about a voyage to the moon , which he begins by calling what he is
about to und ertake, an anesis, or a relaxation from more serious
literary activity.l8
The Metamorphoses may very well be such a literary vacation, but
it can also be interpreted as a piece of Jatire in its own right if, as
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Perry suggests, the protagonist of the story is believed to be a provincial Roman of considerable social standing as indicated by his speech
to the Roman in the amphitheatre:
~a~L ~oL Ao~xLo~, ~rn 6~ &6E~~rn ~rn l~rn r~~o~·

a~~w 6~ ~a ~oLna ou~ ov6~a~a ~oLta EXO~EV.
x&yw
~LEv '4ucuop~wv KO: ~ aA.~wv EL~L GavyypaqJEU~' 0 6E
~at~~~~ tA.~y~(wv ta~L xal. ~&v~L~ &ya~o~· na~pLq
OE ~~tv rr&~paL ~~~ 'Axata~.

My name is Lucius, and that of my brother is Gaius; and we hold
both of our other two names is common. I am a writer of histories
and other things, and he is an elegaic poet and a good prophet.
Our native city is Patrae of Achaeia.l9
Since Lucius and Gaius are such typically Roman names, and since The
Onos is singular among ancient Greek romances in the fact that its
protagonist is a Roman,20 we may perhaps assume that the work is a
satire on the superstition and credulity of the Romans.

Although this

might seem to be a rather extreme interpretation, even Perry agrees
that this is not the "raison Q.' (hre" of the romance:
It is my belief that the Greek Metamorphoseis was a satire on
Roman superstition incidentally, but primarily • • • an
entertaining comic story told by the author while on a 'literary
vacation' • 21

Thus, according to Perry's theorizing, Lucian can be considered as the
author of the original story of the man who changed himself into an
ass, and Apuleius can be thought of as having derived his romance from
the original Lucianic source.
At the conclusion of this presentation of Perry's argument, it
would be wise, I believe, to attempt to give a picture of the reactions
of other scholars to the supposed Lucianic authorship of the original
romance.

In this area 1 _ as elsewhere in Apuleian scholarship, little

work has been done, and no one, to my knowledge, has attempted to
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challenge Perry's extensive research.

Rather, although other scholars

are not as enthusiastic about the Lucianic authorship of the original
Metamorphoses as Perry, those who have ventured to state their opinions
on the subject, including Elizabeth Hazelton Haight, M. D. Macleod,
and Paul Vallette, all concede that his theory is plausible.22

Perry's

works are extremely useful in that they attempt to place Apuleius'
Metamorphoses into its proper relationship with the original, and his
theory of the Lucianic authorship of the original closely links two of
the major authors of the second century.
Thu~

to summarize what is known of the relationship of Apuleius'

work with its source, we may conclude that t he romance 's basic plot,
the transformation of Lucius into an ass, was taken from another source
with frequent similarities in wording while, to the best of our
knowledge, the expansion of the ma in plot and the additional stories
which are not directly connected to the original plot line were the work
of Apuleius or taken from some unknown source.

If indeed Lucian was

the author of the original, we may then assume that Apuleius' work
followed soon after its publication, for Apuleius and Lucian were contemporaries (Lucian, c. 120-190 A. D. was five years the elder) , and
The Golden Ass is traditionally dated early in Apuleius' literary career,
that is somewhat before the composition of the Apologia in 158 A. D.23
The Lucianic authorship of the original may also serve to intensify
our interpretation of the religious significance of the ending of the
romance, since Apuleius' deliberate alteration of the ending for religious purpos es would be all the rr.ore significant to his readers if
it were a change in a fair ly recent work by the best known satirist
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of the day than if it had been
known author.

adap~ed

from an older work by a little

Whether the original was well known in Apuleius' day

or not, Book XI of The Meta morphoses expresses strong religious
sentiments which were alien to the origina l tale of Lucius.
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CHAPTER II
THE SAVING POWER OF ISIS AS SEEN IN BOOK XI
Despite the fact that the religious sentiments expressed in
Book XI of The Golden Ass are not integrally connected with the other
incidents of the book which were taken from a source which was little
more than a lighthearted examinaticn of human weaknesses, I believe
that the two sections of the book are connected by a succession of
images and themes which reach a valid conclusion in the conversion of
Lucius to the worship of Isis.

Herbert Rose has come close to the

truth, I believe, when he says of Apuleius' work:
We may describe it briefly by saying that it is a picaresque
romance en listed in the service of mystical religion, a sort of
Pilgrim's Progress whose Christian spends most of the book en joying himself heactily a Vanity Fair.l
Lucius is in many ways like the

wa~dering

Christian since as a young

man he seeks to find fulfillment in life through magic which fails
him miserably by causing his transformation into an ass .

In that

humble and ridiculous condition he is forced to wander the country,
heloed by neither mag ic nor the gods and exposed to human corruption
and violence which becomes progressively worse as his travels progress.
The goddess Isis appears to him in a vision and promises him eternal
blessedness if he will be her servant.

The following day one of her

priests offers Lucius the roses necessary for his

transformatio~

and

when he has regained human shape he devotes his life to the goddess'
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service as one of her priests.

In brief terms, then, the romance can

be interpreted as an indictment of secular society while it glorifies
an ascetic life devoted to the goddess.
Lucius

It is this transformation of

from ass to holy priest which must be examined.
In order to discuss the religious trends which are presented

in the entire tale, it is necessary, I believe, to first obtain a
of the religious satisfactions which are offered by the

pic~ure

goddess Isis, since conversion to her worship is Lucius' ultimate
goal.

The comfort which Isis offers to her worshippers can be seen in

direct contrast to the turmoil of Lucius' life before his conversion,
and the themes of the ear li er books can be seen in a better light if
the religious significance of the final book is recognized.

The his-

torical importance of Apuleius' account of the worship of Isis will be
discussed in another section of this paper; the following discussjon
is directed solely towards the literary art of Apuleius, and references
to t he worship of Isis will be restricted to the work itself.
Lucius the ass firs t sees the goddess Isis in a dream, and his
acquaintance with her is made by a revelation on the part of the
goddess.
of

The book opens as Lucius is sleeping on the deserted shore

~enchreae

near Corinth after he has escaped not only the humiliation

of being forced to engage in sexual relations with a condemned woman
in the arena, but also the high probability of being eaten alive by the
wild beasts afterwards.

He is awakened suddenly by the light of the

moon and immediat e ly recognizes its religious significance.

The moon

goddess is all powerful and can be his source of help:
Certus • • • , ipsa etiam corpora terra caelo marique nunc incrementis consequenter angeri, nunc detrimentis obsequenter imminui,

.
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fato scilicet iam meis tot tantisque cladibus satiato et spem
salutis, licet tardam, subministrante, augustum specimen deae
praesentis statui deprecari ••
I was certain also that by her providence the bodies in the
earth, in the heavens, and in the sea were increased by her incre ases, and were diminished obediently by her decreases. Since,
to be sure, my fate was now satiated with my great misfortunes
and was supplying the hope of safety, although late, I decided to
entreat the noble image of the powerful goddess . 2
Lucius then invokes the goddess as an unknown deity, asking her in turn
whether she is Ceres, Venus, Diana, or Proserpine, and ends his spe ech
with a cry for help:
Quoquo nomine, quoquo ritu, quaqua facie te fas est invocar e :
tu meis iam nunc extremis aerumnis subsiste, tu fortunam collapsam
affirma, tu saevis exanclatis casibus pausam pacemque tribue;
sit satis laborum, sit satis periculorum. Depelle quadripedis
diram faciem, redde me conspectui meorum, redde me meo Lucio:
ac si quod offensum numen inexorabili me saevitia premit, mori
saltern liceat, si non licet vivere .
By whatever name, by whatever rite, by whatever shape it is right
to call upon you, end my great misfortunes now, strengthen my
fallen fortune, and grant rest and peac e to the cruel fortunes
which I have endured . Let there be an end to my toils; an end
to the danger s. Take away this horrible shape of a four footed
beast, bring me back to the sight of my friends, and bring me
back to my own self Lucius. But i f any offended spirit pursues
me with inexorabl e crue lty, at l east l et it be permi tted that I
die if I am not allowed to live . 3
Lucius asks only that he be transformed back into his human form
and acknowledges the possibility of having committed some form of
wrongdoing by offending a diety.

His attitud e is one which is typical

of one who adhered to the traditional state r e ligion whose gods provided
physical and psychological well -being for their suppliants who performed the proper rites, while misfortune could be dealt out for some
offense.

Such was the purpose of the sacrifices given to the great

gods of the state, but Isis reveals herself as goddess of a different
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kind.

She appears to Lucius personally, rising out of the sea and

showing herself in all her beauty and speaking to him.

Isis, Queen of

the Universe, has seen it fitting to come to the aid of Lucius, the ass:
En adsum tuis commota , Luci, precibus, rerum naturae parens,
elementorum omnium domina, saeculorum progenies initialis, summa
numinum, regina manium, prima caelitum, deorum dearumque facies
uniformis, • • • •
Behold, Lucius, I am present, moved by your prayers. I am the
mother of the creatures of nature, the mistress of all things, the
first offspring of the ages, the greatest of the divine powers, the
queen of the underworld, the first among those who dwell in
heaven, the single form of the gods and goddesses.4
The goddess continues by saying that she is called different names by
different nations and is referred to as Minerva, Venus, Diana,
Proserpine, or other titles, but the Egyptians call her by her real name,
Queen Isis.

She offers Lucius the transformation for which he has

prayed, telling him that he will be offered the necessary rosebuds
by one of her priests at the religious procession which is to be held
on the following day.

She f urther assur es him that no harm will come

to him either as an ass or as a newly transformed human bei ng.
Isis answers Lucius' prayer to be returned to human form, but
she also offers him something which he did not request, nor could it be
offered by the traditional detties.

Lucius is to devote his life to

her service, and in return he is to rec ei ve life after death:
Plane memineris et penita mente conditum semper tenebis mihi
reliqua vitae tuae curricula ad usque terminos ultimi spiritus
vadata: nee iniurium, cuius beneficia redieris ad homines, ei
totum debere quod vives. Vives autem beatus, vives in mea tutela
gloriosus; et cum spatium saeculi tui permensus ad inf eros demearis,
ibi quoque in ipso subterraneo semirotundo me, quam vides
Acherontis tenebris interlucent em Stygiisque penetralibus regnantem,
campos Elysios incolens ipse, tibi propitiam frequens adorabis .
Quod si sedu lis obsequiis et religiosis ministeriis et tenacibus
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castimoniis numen nostrum promerueris, scies ultra statuta fato
tuo spatia vitam quoque tibi prorogare mihi tantum licere.
Remember this well and always keep it hidden in the innermost part
of your mind: the remaining course of your life is bound to me
until the end of your final breath. And do not think it wrong
that while you live you will owe everyth ing to her by whose favor
you will return to the race of men . You will be blessed , however,
and you will be glorious in my protection, and when you have
meas ured out the space of your life and are taken away to the
underworld, there also in that subterranean hemisphere you will
see me shining between the shades of Acheron and ruling in the
Stygian deep . You yourself will live in the Elysian Fields,
and you will frequently adore ~e as one who is favorable to you.
For if you merit my favor by your diligent compliance, your
conscientious service and your steady chastity, know that I am
able to prolong your life beyond the space alloted by your fate.5
Isis promises that Lucius will inha bit the Elysian Fields when
he dies , a promise that is revolutionary when understood in the light
of the traditional Roman view of immortality.

Eternal life in a sub-

terreanean paradise was not the reward of any man who fulfilled his
obligations to the gods, but rather the reward of those who had excelled
in their earthly life either as rul 2rs, heroes, philosophers, priests,
soothsayers, or in other positions of distinction.

The Elysian Fields

are described in the O:lyssey as the dwelling place of Menelaos and others
who are" ycq..L~po<; .6.t.6b

,""one of the family of Zeus,"6 and Hesiod

described them as the abode of heroes:
xa~ TO~ ~sv vatovot.v &x~oEa ~v~ov EXOVTE<; tv
~axapwv v~oot.ot. nap''QxEavov ~a~vot.v~v, oA ~t.o t.
~pWE<;
•

And there they dwell and have hearts free from care in the islands
of the blessed by the deep-eddying ocean, the prosper ous her oes.?
Vergil also perpetuated the idea of this limited membership of the
Elysian fields in the de scription

w~ich

he provides in Book Six of the

Aeneid where the blessed grove is t~e home of heroes of ag es past.B It
I

was a doctrine which was not li ke ly t o app e al to the masses of Roman

<
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society, but as Franz Cumont says, "It was in harmony with the constitution of an aristocratic society in which it seemed that eve n posthumous honours should be reserved for the elect."9

Thus Lucius, the

unimportant man who was foolish enough to change himself into an ass,
would have had no opportunity to enter the Elysian Fields in the
work of traditional religion.

f~ame

He would have become a shade, a thin

reflection of his former self who was destined to wander about in the
darK halls of Hades.
however.

Isis, the Egyptian goddess, has changed this,

The gates of the Elysian Fields have been opened to everyone .

Eternal blessedness is no long er sclely the reward of heroes, but the
reward of anyone who has devoted his life to the service of the goddess.
Isis also changes another of the customs of the traditional
Roman religion by demanding that Lucius devote his life to her as an
obedient and chaste priest.

Within the framework of the state religion

there was no real provision for a priestly class, and, with the possible
exception of the Vestal Virgins and the ancient position of the Flamen
Dia~is,

the members of Roman priesthood were subject to no particular

prohibitions.

A priest held his position for political as well as

religious reasons, and the post of Pontifex Maximus was one of the
steps of the Cursus Honorum the series of offices by which a man became
1

consul, and in Imperial times it was held by the Emperor himself.
Pri estly duties reflected the nature of the position and consisted of
performing the necessary state-directed sacrifices and ceremonies.

The

worship of Isis, however, demanded a more personal commitment from her
priests.

A man must totally devote himself to her, and the salvation

which she offers is available only to those who live a virtuous and

21
chaste life.
After receiving both a promise of salvation and an exhortation
to lead a virtuous life, Lucius proceeds to devote his life to the
goddess.

When he awakens the next morning the change in his life has

already begun although he has not yet been changed back into human form .
The sun is shining, the young birds are singing, and spring has arrived
to the city of Cenchreae.

As he walks through the town he is un-

molested, and soon encounters the religious procession which Isis had
described to him in the vision.

As the faithful walk to the shore to

dedicate a ship to the goddess he sees a number of people in ornate
costumes, women wearing white gowns and carrying garlands, and other
peo?le bearing ornaments to adorn the goddess, torches, and musical
instruments.

Following them came the ranks of the initiated, signifi -

cant since they came from all stations in life:
Tunc influunt turbae sacris divinis initiatae, viri feminaeque
omnis dignitatis et omnis aetatis linteae vestis candore puro
luminosi, • • • •
Then the throng who were initiated into the holy rites flowed in,
men and women of every rank and every age shining with a pure
brightness in garments of linen.lO
At the end of the procession came the priests who held the images and
symools of the gods and among them the priest who held a garland of
roses as Isis had prophesied.

The priest and the others around him had

been warned of the transformation, and as Lucius eats the roses and
loses the features of an ass he is accepted among the group as if such
an occurrence were totally normal.
When Lucius is again in human form he immediately receives
further instructions in the faith into which he has been called and
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assurances about the joys of his future life.

The priest who has

offered him the roses introduces the idea of sin into Lucius' mind, a
problem which had not affected him previously when he had entered upon
his liaison with the serving girl Fotis and when he had dabbled in magic.
Sin was not stressed in the traditional Roman beliefs, and sex was
not looked upon as an evil .

Fulfillment of one's obligations to the

gods seemed to be of primary importance.

The priest attributes Lucius'

transformation to his licentious behavior, presumably with Fotis, and to
his curiosity, presumably in his experimentation with magic:
lucrico virentis aetatulae ad serviles de lapsus voluptates,
curiositatis improsperae sinistrum praemium reportasti.
Because of the uncertainty of your youth you turned toward
servile pleasures, and you have brought back an unfavorable reward
for your unfortunate curiosity.ll

A life which is pure is good and necessary for those who worship Isis,
but the reward for the devout is great.

Isis enables one to escape

the wanton behavior of Fortune, the goddess of chance, who forced Lucius
to undergo all his trials.

The priest continues his speech with words

of great hope:
Eat nunc et summo furore saeviat, et crudelitati suac materiem
quaerat aliam: nam in eos quorum sibi vitas in servitium deae
nostrae maiestas vindicavit, non habet locum casus infestus •.
In tutelam iam receptus es Fortunae, sed videntis, quae suae lucis
splendore ceteros etiam deos illuminat • • • • Videant irreligiosi,
videant et errorem suum recognoscant: 'En ecce pristinis aerumnis
absolutus Isidis magnae providentia guadens Lucius de sua
Fortuna triumphat.'
Let Lfortunslnow go and rage with her great fury, and l et her seek
another object for her great cruelty, for dangerous destruction
does not have a place among those whose lives the majesty of our
goddess has protected in her service • • • • Now you are received
into the protection of Fortune, but of a Fortune who sees and who
illuminates even the other gods with the splendor of her light.
Let the impious see, and let them see and recognize their
erro r saying: 'Behold Lucius rejoices f~ed from his former

---
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hardships by the providence of the great
Fortune. 1 12

Isi~

and he triumphs over

Thus, as a priest of Isis Lucius will be assured both a joyous life
after death and a life on earth

secu~e

from harsh Fate.

Inspired by these promises Lucius endeavors to devote the
rest of his life to the goddess' service by becoming one of her priests.
He remains at Cenchreae so that he may become initiated into the
mysteries of the goddess.

He serves at the temple and abstains from

the required foods, but the final initiation cannot take place until
the goddess herself commands it.

After a sufficient period of waiting

Isis appeared to him in a dream and instruct ed another priest to begin
the process of initiation.

The secret writings of the religion were

revealed to him, he was purified by a ritual bath and required to fast
for ten days .

The secret ritual which followed cannot be reveated to

the reader, but the ceremony was a profound mystical experience :
Accessi confinium mortis et calcato Proserpinae limine per omnia
vectus elementa remeavi; nocte media vidi solem candida coruscantem lumine; deos inferos et deos superos accessi coram et
adoravi de proxumo.
I arrived at the boundary of death and tread upon the threshold of
Proserpine, and I returned afte~ having been tossed about through
all the elements. At midnight I saw the sun gleaming with its
bright light. I approached near to the gods below and the gods
abov~ and I worshipped them at close range.l3
The ceremony of the initiation lasted for several days during which
time Lucius derives great pleasure and consolation from the contemplation of the image of the goddess since she has delivered him from his
misery, and because she shows herself to be Queen of heaven.
Soon after the initiation has been completed Lucius is called
by Isis to go to Rome where he immediately began to worship her at her
temp le on the Campus Martius.

The goddess again calls him and instructs
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that he be introduced to the worship of Osiris, the brother and husband
of Isis and her co-ruler in the universe.

Lucius is also anxious to

become initiated into these mysteries but he is prevented by a lack of
h~

funds .

His devotion is such

that~began

to cover the cost of the rites.

to plead legal cases in order

Finally, Lucius is called for the

third time to be initiated into the religion, and he is assured by
Osiris that the calls he has received are signs of his blessedness .
This third and last time Lucius is made a member of the College of
Pastophori, the group of Isaic priests, and is instructed to continue
his legal career and not be fearful of evil slanderers.
At this point T.he Metamorphoses ends, perhaps abruptly, but
with the assurance that Lucius will continue his earthly life as a
devou~

priest of Isis and her consort Osiris, and that he will be free

from the adversities of Fortune.

At death he will join Isis in the

Elysian Fields, the paradise which had previously been the exclusive
abode of heroes and groat men .

The book has appropriately retained its

plural tit l e, for as Luc ius is not only changed from human to ass and
back again, but his spiritual existence is also changed by the goddess
Isis.
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CHAPTER III
THE RELIGIOUS THEMES OF BOOKS I THROUGH X
The religious satisfactions which Lucius obtains from the
goddess Isis ar e the ultimate goal of his search.

The religiously

inspired final book of The Metamorphoses leads us to interpret the
entire work in the light of Lucius' conversion.

The hardships which

he suff ers as he wanders as an ass would thus point out the evi ls of the
world and turn Lucius towards his priestly vocation.

Although it is of

primary importance to remember that most of the events of the first ten
books were taken from a romance which profess ed no religious sentiments
whatsoever , I believe that it is possible to see elements in the earlier
books which can be related to the conversion which occurs in the last
book.

By no means is it possibl e to assume that there is a direct

correspondence between each event in the first ten books and the
religious sentiments of the eleventh book, but I do believe that there
are a number of trends in the earli er books which indicate that
Apuleius was well aware of his final religious intentions when he
adapted the original Greek romance to his own purposes.
In both the original story as seen in The Onos and in The
Metamorphoses of Apuleius the cause of Lucius' transformation into an
ass is attributed to his curiosity about the magi cal arts.

He has come

to the city of Hypata in Thess aly with the real intention of becom ing
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acquainted with the magic for which the area was famous and becomes an
ass because his mistress Fotis mistakenly uses the wrong jar of ointment
when she attempts to change him into a bird .

In --The ---Onos there is no

attempt made to judge the morality of Lucius ' inordinate curiosity.
With the exception of a short

warnin~

about the terrible results of

magic by the matron Abroea, the Byrrtaena of Apuleius' romance, Lucius'
interest in magic and subsequent transformation is treated in the same
lighthearted manner as the rest of the book which never at any time
condemns Lucius for his behavior .

In Apuleius ' work, however, I sense

that there is an attempt to mark the magic of Thessaly as a practice
which is evil and dangerous before
ointment .

L~cius

smears himself with the wrong

The warning which Lucius receives and refuses to heed can

be joined effectively to the idea of sin which the priest of Isis
presents in Book XI:
• curiositatis improsperae sinistrum praemium reportasti.
You have brought back an unfavorable reward for your unfortunate
curiosity.l
The Onos begins almost directly with Lucius' entry into the town
of Hypata, his reception by his host, and his search for magic.
end of chapter 13 Lucius is already an ass.

By the

On the other hand, The

Golden Ass moves slowly towards the transformation scene, and its plot
is enlarged with added anecdotes .

It is this added material which is

not found in The Onos which I believe helps to characterize magic as
evil and something to be avoided .
The tragedy which Lucius is to undergo is partially mirrored
by the tale which Apuleiu5 uses to open his romance.

Lucius is on

the road to Hypata and makes the acquaintance of several other travellers.
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The talk turns to magic and Lucius is eager to hear the tale of his
fellow traveller Aristomenes and affirms his belief in magic since he
has seen the performance of a sword swallower at Athens.

Aristomenes

asserts that he was a witness to the horrible events which he is about
to relate and begins the story .

On one of his travels he had an un -

expected encounter with his old friend Socrates, a man who had not
returned to his village for a number of years and who had been given up
for dead.

Aristomenes meets him at the baths collapsed, half - naked,

and in a most wretched state .

As he seeks to help his friend and

shelter him for the night Socrates relates that he has come under the
power of a witch, an old woman who seduced him, reduced him to his
unfortunate condition, and who daily performs other horrible acts of
magic by turning people into other animals, and even inflicting the wife
of one of her lovers with perpetual pregnancy .

Socrates speaks of her

great power, a power which later in the book will be rightly attributed
to the goddess Isis :
' Saga ' inquit ' et d i vina, potens caelum deponere, terram suspendere,
fontes durare, montes diluere, manes sublimare, deos infimare,
sidera extinguere, Tartarum ipsum illuminare.'
' She i s a prophetess and a witch, ' he said,
down the heavens, lift up the earth, dry up
mountains, raise up the shades of the dead,
ti nguish the stars, and illuminate Tartarus

' with the power to tear
fountains, dissolve the
refute the gods, exitself.'2

As if a description of the witch ' s evil powers was not a sufficient
warning about the dangers of magic, Aristomenes himself is given the
opportunity to see at first hand the horrors which the witch can perform.
As the two men are s l eeping in an inn before their planned departure the
following day, Meroe and an accomplice enter the room in order to
punish Socrates for his intended escape.

The two then proceed to run a
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sword into Socrates' neck, remove his heart, and plug up the wound with
a sponge which later falls out when he drinks from a stream, causing
his death.

Aristomenes is overcome with horror, both because of what

he has seen and because he fears that he will be accused of murder .
His emotional experience is such

tha~

he feels that he is being dragged

to the gates of Hell:
Illud horae memini me terra dehiscente ima Tartara inque his canem
Cerberum prorsus esurientem mei prospexisse:
At that time I remember that the earth was opening up and I saw
the dog Cerberus eager to totally devour me.3
Again this passage can be compared to what in Book XI, 23 is Lucius'
mystic experience with Isis when he, too, sees the underworld.

It

seems that Apuleius is implying that magic has supernatural powers
which can control the universe, but the result of magic is evil.

Isis

as she is presented at the end of the work has powers similar to those
of the witches, although infinitely greater, but her energies are expended towards good purposes.
Lucius has been exposed to this story about the horrors of
magic before he enters the town of Hypata but it does not affect his
curiosity in any way.

The purpose of his visit remains the same; he

wishes to learn about the secrets of magic for which the town is famous .
Although his curiosity about magic never ceases, a number of other tales
and descriptions in the book help to underscore the evil and misfortune
which are

~rought

about by magic and curiosity.

As Lucius wanders about the city in search of the supernatural
he encounters a wealthy matron who recognizes him as a close kinsman.
This Byrrhaena welcomes him into her home and extends her hospitality
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to him, warning Lucius that Pamphile, the wife of his host Milo, is a
skilled witch who has the power to turn her lovers into stones or
beasts.4

Luciu s is overjoyed at this information since he no longer has

to search for magic, but I believe that it is significant that just
before Byrrhaena makes this statement Apuleius presents us with a
warning about the dangers of curiosity.

In the passage immediately pre-

ceding Byrrhaena's disclosure of Pamphile's magical powers we are presented with a lengthy description of the interior of Byrraena's home,
a description which is unusual in The Golden Ass for its wealth of
detail.5

The courtyard of the house is filled with statuary among

which is an exceptionally fine image of Diana surrounded by her
hunting dogs .

Trees and vines form the background, and peeping from

behind the branches is the image of Actaeon.

The statue group is not

particularly unusual, but it is important, I believe, to note in it the
presence of Actaeon, the mythological character whose curiosity led him
to spy upon Diana as she was bathing.

His action caused Diana to turn

him into a stag so that he could be killed by his own hounds.

Thus

Lucius is reminded of the disastrous results of excessive curiosity
before he embarks on his search for a sorceress.

This second warning

again goes unheeded, and Lucius embarks on the pleasant course of
seducing Pamphil e 's beautiful servant Fotis in an attempt to learn about
her mistress' magical powers.

Before his transformation, however, he

is exposed two more times to the disastrous consequences of magic.
The first incident occurs at the end of Book II at a banquet
given by Byrrhaena on the eve of the festival of Risus, the god of
laught er.

Lucius brings the conversation around to the subject of

31

magic, and one of the guests, Thelyphron, proceeds to tell a tale of how
the witches of Thessaly molested the bodies of the dead.

Thelyphron was

a stranger to Thessaly and was na1ve enough to accept a job watching
a corpse so that the witches would not enter the room to destroy the
body as they were accustomed to do.

The witches did enter the room and

incapacitated melyphron with a death-like sleep, but because the dead
man's name also happened to be Thelyphron the witches mistakenly worked
their magic upon him, removing his nose and ears and replacing them
with wax models.

Thus Thelyphron must live the remainder of his life

in his deformed condition.
In this tale there is also an implied comparison between the
evi l magic which is performed by the witches, and magic performed for
good ourposes under the direction of Isis and the Egyptian gods.

When

the night of corpse-watching is over Thelyphron remains to see the
f uneral.

A relative of the dead man makes the accusation that he was
by his wife who was an adultress and wished to obtain his

poiso~ed

inheritance.

This man produces an Egyptian seer who is to raise the

man from the dead for a short period of time in order that the truth
might be learned.

The dead man is brought to life to say that he was

murdered by his wife and also tells of how Thelyphron lost his ears
and nose.

Thelyphron's condition attests to the veracity of the dead

man's statements, and it is assumed that the evil wife will be properly
punished.
Magic which achieves a good end is juxtaposed to the evil magic
of the witches, but it is perhaps significant to note that the Egyptian
who raised the man from the dead was most likely connected with the
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worship of Isis .

He is described

ve~y

much like one of Isis ' priests:

et cum dicto iuvenem quempiam linteis amiculis pedesque pa l meis
baxeis inductum et adusque deraso capite producit in medium .
And when he had spoken he brought into their midst a certain young
dressed in a linen cloak and shoes made of palms whose head was
~ntirely shaved.6
~an

Line n was held as a sacred garment of the Egyptians, while it is said
that the Romans traditionally held linen as taboo because of its
association with burial shrouds,? and Isis herself is described as
wearing sanda l s interlaced with palms later in Ihe Metamorphoses.B
shave~

head is also an overt sign of the Isaic priesthood .

A

A more

significant cue to the man ' s association with Isis is the way in which
the dead man's relative entreats him to perform the magic .

He invokes

the Egyptian gods to come to his aid :
per caelestia sidera, per inferna numina, per naturalia elementa,
per nocturna silentia, et adyta Coptica, et per incrementa
Nilotica, et arcana Memphitica, et sistra Phariaca, da brevem
sol i s usuram et in aeternum conditis oculis modicam lucem infunde .
By the heavenly stars, by the spirits of the underworld, by the
natural elements, by the silence of the night, by the shrine of
Coptos, by the increase of the Nile, by the mysteries of Memphis,
and by the rattles of Pharos, grant a brief enjoyment of the sun to
~his corpse, and pour a small amount of light into eyes which have
been put away for eternity . 9
Here there is mention of a shrine sacred to Isis, Isis' sacred rattles,
the sistra, and other elements of Egyptian religion relating to the
co-rule of Isis and Osiris.

Finally, when the Egyptian brings the man

back to life, he uses words which denote the worship of Osiris.

He puts

herbs on the corpse, turns to the east, and worships the "rising of the
holy sun" (incrementa so l is augusti) . lO

This reference probably refers

to Isis ' consort, Osiris, who became associated with the sun in
Hellenistic times although he was originally revered as god of the
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unde~world.

As Franz Cumont says,

For many centuries Osiris had been worshiped at Abydos both as
author of fecundity and lord of the underworld, and this double
character early caused him to be identified with the sun, which
fertilizes the earth during its diurnal course and travels
through the subterranean realms at night.ll
Thus, magic was performed which accomplished a good end by one
of the priests of Isis and Osiris.

It was not an unusual occurence

because magic was an integral part of priestly training and probably
composed much of the secret writings and mysteries of the cult, and
much of Egyptian ritual consisted of magic.

As Cumont again says,

The well-informed priest had an almost unlimited power over all
supernatural beings on land, in the air, in heaven and in hell.
Nowhere was the gulf between things human and thi ngs divine
smalle~ nowhere was the increasing differentiation that separated
magic from religion less advanced.l2
This is the well - directed beneficial magic in which Lucius will
eventual l y be able to participate.

It is placed in the midst of an

incicent which shows the evils of magic which is not related to the
gods and thus shows the dramatic difference between the two forms of
dealing with the supernatural.

The tale of Thelyphron thus becomes

a warning to Lucius of the pitfalls of magic as it is practiced by the
witches of Thessaly, and at the same time it becomes a preview of the
religiously inspired magic which will play a role in his life after his
conversion .

If the full implication of the tale could have been sensed

by Lucius, his long sufferings could have been avoided .
Although this incident could have pointed Lucius in the direction of Isis, it does not, nor does a third and final encounter with
the dangers of magic affect his curiosity.l3

The implications of this

last episode are even greater, for Lucius himself is personally affected.
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He returns from Byrrhaena's banquet i n an inebriated state and fights
and kills what he believes to be three criminals who are battering
down his host's door.
accused of murd er .

The next morning he is dragged to court and

His pleas of innocence are not accepted and he is

about to be cruelly tortured when it is r evealed to him that the
"criminals" were really wineskins and that the town of Hypata was
celebrating the Feast of Laughter.

Vfuen he returns home in a very

shaken condition his mistress Fotis confesses that it was her mistress
who had caused the animated skins to appear at the door when she was
attempting to perform a magic charm to bring her lover to her.

A

piece of the young man's hair was necessary to cause his appearance, but
Fotis had brought the hair of the goatskins to her mistress when the
barbe~

had grabbed the lover's hair from her.

Thus goatskins rather

than a young man were at the door when Lucius returned after the
banquet.

Lucius had been overwhelmed with fear during the trial when he

had been threatened with torture and death, but after his experience he
is overjoyed rather than upset to find himself so close to Pamphile's
transformations.

Just a few days after his experience in court he

witnesses Pamphile at work and becomes changed into an ass.
The Golden Ass is three books long when Luc ius becomes an ass,
and in t hat space Apuleius has been able to include three lively tales
about magic, all resulting in unfortunate occurences.

All three indicate

to the reader, if not to Luc i us himself, that the magic practiced by
the Thessalian witches is evil .

One of these stories, the tale of

Thelyphron, shows a comparison between the magic of Thessaly and the
beneficial magic of the followers of Isis.

There is also another incident
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which is found in this first section of the book which might also show
Isaic magic in operation.

The interpretation of this incident is so

conjectural, however, that I have placed it at the end of this discussion.
The episode in question occurs at the end of Book I, and involves Lucius' encounter with his old classmate, Pythias, at the market
of Hypata.

Lucius has just purchasec some fish for his dinner when he

meets Pythias who is a magistrate in charge of the market.
looks at the fish, asserts that

Luci~s

Pythias

has been overcharged, curses the

fishmonger, and proceeds to have his servants trample upon Lucius' fish.
He then leaves, negl ecting to reimburse the money for the fish.

This

strange action leaves Lucius in a humiliating and ridiculous position
as does his encounter in the law courts or his transformation into an
ass, and perhaps it was included in the romance for this reason only.
But two French scholars, Paul Derchain and Jean Hubaux have found the
elements of an Isaic ritual in this episode.

In the corpus of Egyptian

papyrii relating to the worship of Isis the two men discovered several
references to a rite which consisted of stamping on fish outside the
temple doors in an effort to destroy evil spirits.

The two men write:

~C'~taii? un rituel qui consistait ~ pi~tiner des poissons
cSSimil~S magiquement aux 1 ennemis, ' c'est a dire aux puissances
mal~fiques de toutes sortes, que l'on r~duissait ainsi a l'impuis sance.l4

At one Egyptian temp l e, that of Edfou, the ritual symbolized the triumph
of Horus, Isis ' son, over his adversaries.l5

Thus when Pythias stamps

on the fish he is invoking the powers of the Egyptian gods to destroy
evil spirits.

Dercha i n and Hubaux believe that the magic is called

against the fishmonger against whom Pythias expresses his displeasure:
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Ce rituel ~tait un ritue l d'envoGtement, la punition inflig~e par
Pythias prend un sens terrible: selon les conceptions magiques,
en faisant pi~tiner les poissons apres avoir annonce comme il le
fait qu'il va reduire ainsi les m~chants
l'impuissance , il
touchait directement la personne de celui qui ~tait identifi~
avec eux . Ainsi, le ch~time nt du marchand aurait ~t~ d 'assister
a l'aneantissement de sa propre personalit~!l6

a

It may well be that Pythias is invoking the spirits against the fish monger, if he is using magic at all, because it is the fishmonger whom
he verbally attacks, but it is also strange to rea li ze that Lucius'
fish are destroyed, not the seller's.

The Isaic curse, then, if such it

is, might seem to me to have been invoked for the sake of Lucius, either
to destroy the evil spirits in him, or to aid him in recognizing the
powers of the Egyptian gods.

The Isaic significance of this passage is

of course conjectural because there is no direct evidence in Apuleius
which would associate Pythias' action with Isaic ritual, and because
there is no idea of how widespread the knowledge of this ritual might
have been in Apuleius' day.

If the ritual had been an obscure one it

would not have been effective as a symbol.

It is intriguing to believe,

however, that Apuleius may have hidden an Isaic message into Lucius'
encounter with Pythias.

Perhaps, like the tale of Thelyphron, this

incident illus trates magic used for good purposes under the protection
of the gods since the fishmonger would then be rightfully punished.
the

o~her

Isis.

On

hand it could be a method of helping Lucius to come closer to

Perhaps, even if the magical significance of the incident is left

out, Pythias' stamping on the fish could be interpret ed as a method of
preventing Lucius from eating fish since some species were considered
unfit to eat by Isaic initiates.l7
These incidents which seem to indicate the evils of magic and
attempt to turn Lucius towards Isis occur before his transformation into
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an ass, but do not seem to prevent him from eagerly smearing himself
with the magical ointment .

From the time of the transformation until

the time that he sees the vision of the goddess Lucius undergoes a
number of hardships and relates a number of stories which he has heard
on tr.e way .

In this second section of the book we can also see themes

whicr. would lead us to view the conversion of the last book as the
logical if not the only solution to the novel.

Lucius' youthful

credulity and curiosity causes his transformation, but as he enters
this second phase of the romance he matures to the point where he
recognizes the evil of the world and becomes involved in it himself.
When his conversion to the worship of Isis occurs he has seen and
experienced so many of the evils of the world that the transformation
of his soul becomes as important as the transformation of his body.

As

William Stephenson says,
As Lucius becomes more aware of worldly evil, he becomes more
assured that it can be averted only by supernatural means.l8
We can see how this worldly evil increases as Lucius continues his
adventures, and we can also see that can be averted only by supernatural
means.

More specifically, we can see that the evil of the world can

only be averted by the supernatural powers of Isis since magic has
failed Lucius at the beginning of the novel, and repeated references to
the traditional gods in this second section show them to be ineffectual.
Lucius' increasing awareness of evil is accomplished on two
levels in the romance.

His first realization occurs through his own

personal experience, and it is further increased by the numerous tales
of misfortunes which he hears and records.

Apuleius describes Lucius '

experiences as an ass to be almost totally miserable, and it is quite
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difficult to distinguish between Lucius' condition at the beginning and
at the end of the period that he spends as an ass since Apuleius uses
the grimly comic device of describing him as about to succumb to his
tortures at any moment.

From Lucius' first beatings by the robbers who

break into Milo's home on the night of his transformation to his final
fear of being e at en alive by beasts in the amphitheatre Lucius is
described as being on the threshold of death many times, but I believe
that i t is not the actual physical p·1nishment which is inflicted upon
him but rather the reasons for this punishment which increase his
awareness of evil.

The first maltreatment which he receives is that

which one would inflict on an animal which did not perform properly or
which did not obey its master , but as time goes on he receives punishment for the sake of evil alone and becomes increasingly aware of the
injustic es done to other men.
In Book IV, when Lucius is first taken away from Milo 's home by
the robbers he is given the treatment of any ass by men who had little
regard for human life and even less regard for animal life.

He is

beaten when he falters under heavy loads, and severely beaten by the
gardener when he consumes a vegetable patch, and he is threatened with
disembowelment after he has helped the captured young girl Charite in
her attempted escape .

Their behavior is cruel, but some of it is perhaps

not completely without justification.
In Lucius' second series of misfortunes, however, we see a
clearer indication of cruelty for cruelty's sake.

When he is supposedly

enjoying the freedom of the pasture for his role in saving Charite he
is sujjected to another round of tortures.

The caretaker's wife forces
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him to grind corn and gives him the rough treatment accorded the other
animals.l9

At length he falls under the care of a young boy who attacks

him unmercifully for no reason.

He devises cruel tortures for him, one

worse than the other, and loads his already unbearabl e pack with stones,
ties thorns to his legs, or sets his pack on fire with burni ng coa1.20
The final act of cruelty consists of accusing the ass of attacking and
sexually assaulting the women of the community whereby the farmers plot
to geld him.21

Lucius is saved from that torture when the deaths of

their masters are announced and the servants and animals leave to find
freedom in another town, but his misfortunes do not cease.

He is sold

to a group of priests of the Great Mother, and he is badly beaten with
knucklebone whips after his braying brought the priests' unnatural
sexual behavior to the attention of the townspeople.22

Lucius changes

hands several more times in the no vel and he again receives inhuman
treatment for the sake of cruelty alone from the wi fe of the baker to
whom he is sold to turn the millstone.

The conditions of all the

animals are wretched but Lu cius is singled out because he is new and
is beaten hard er, made to work longer, and fed less than the others.23
The last few months which Lucius spends as an ass are more physically
comfortable for him since his new owners discovered that he could be
trained to eat like a human, but the final and perhaps the greatest
threat of physical harm comes upon him just before his conversion.

His

owner plans to have Lucius demonstrate his sexual . prowess with a condemned woman before an audience in the amphitheatre, and Lucius assumes
that since the woman was condemned to die they would both be attacked
by wild beasts, a punishment which he did not merit in the l east . 24
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From these incidents we can see that Lucius became more aware
of the presence of evil not simply because of the torture which he received,the beatings which were fitting an ass which did not live up to
its master's expectations, but as time progressed he was beaten and mistreated for reasons of cruelty alone.

Tortures alone are not the only

factors which cause Lucius to become more aware of the world's evil,
but his knowledge is further increased by the people whom he meets during
his wanderings whether they harm him physically or not.

Here again we

see the increasing presence of evil, and the human situations which he
encounters seem to be more sordid than the ones he has seen before.
The robbers who carried him off performed crimes of every sort,but
/

there is perhaps some saving grace in the affection and esprit de corps
which they hold for each other as it is seen in the flamboyant stories
whicr they tell.

At the beginning of his adventures as an ass he also

encounters Charite and her husband Tlepolemus whose virtues are unrivaled in the entire book .

After having been exposed to this couple

Lucius meets an assortment of people who either excel in evil or have
been ruined by it.

The young boy tortures the ass cruelly for no

apparent reason, and the man who happens to be passing when the ass runs
loose is accused of killing that boy when he had been slain by a bear.25
The priests of the Great Mother

public ~

ly show themselves to be chaste

and devout while in private they live a life of depravity and steal from
the temple of the goddess.26

The baker's wife is an adultress and was

responsible for the death of her husband.27

The gardener who earns an

honest living was forced to eat the same meager food as his ass, while
the soldier could take the ass from him and send the poor man to
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probable death with no harm to himself.28

His final encounter is with

a woman whose tale is more sordid than the others:

she has murdered

her family and two other people because of jealousy and greed .29
Lucius 1 awareness of evil is brought about by these his personal
experiences, but it is also further intensified by the stories which he
relates as having heard when he was an ass.

Just as the tortures which

he receives increase in their cruelty, and as the people whom he encounters demonstrate or show the effects of the world's evil, so the
stories which Lucius relates become increasingly more sombre in tone,
and the tales of heroism in the face of danger and of love which are
told in the beginning of this section of the novel give way to stories
of adultery and cruel murder .
The robbers t e ll tales of their daring exploits, stories which
emphasize their willingness to help their comrades in times of danger,
and the tale of Cupid and Psyche ends in the reuniting of the lovers
after long struggles.

The tale of the deaths of Charite and Tlepolemus

is tragic due to the evil deeds of slighted lover Thrasyllus, but
there is the hope shown that the two lov ers will be united in death . 30
From this point, however, the tone of the stories changes.

When Lucius

is travelling with the servants of Charite he hears the tale of a
deceived wife who kills herself and her child and of her servant who was
condemned by her husband to be eaten alive by ants for his implication
in the suicide.3l

Other stories of the same sort fo llow:

the story of

the wife who deceives her husband by hiding her lover in a tub,32 and
the tales of adultery and deception which are told at the home of the
baker and his cruel wife.33

The tal es which show the greatest
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realization of evil come last, when Lucius hears the story of the cruel
landlord who wantonly destroys a poor man's possessions and murders
three hon e~so ns who have come to defend him34 and

the story of the

crimes committed by the woman who was condemned to be eaten by beasts
whose incestuous love for her stepson caused her to poison two sons,
her husband, and a physician and his wife.35

Thus, by inserting these

stories which intensify the evi l which Lucius himself sees, Apuleius
attempts, I believe, to strengthen the theme of this sedion of the
romance, namely the gradual maturation of Lucius and his growing
knowledge of the evil of the world.
If it is true that Apuleius de liberately attempts to present us
with Lucius' increasing awareness of evil as a preparation for his
conversion by Isis as I believe he does, I think that it would be
beneficial to compare this section of the romance to the corresponding
section of the original story as it appears in The Onos in order to
determine whether such an interpretation is valid.

The Onos has ma ny

of the same episodes as The Gol den Ass 1 but its ending has none of its
religious significance.

If indeed Apuleius wrote with his religious

ending in mind we must determine whether or not he significantly altered
the

origina~.

It is

tru~

that many of the tortur3s which Lucius receives are

also received by the Lucius of The Onos, but there are also a number of
significant changes.

The ass of the original story receives blows for

not carrying his loads properly and for eating a gardener's vegetables.36
H~

is also threatened with disembowelment for his part in attempting to

rescue the young girl37 and is given cruel treatment by the young boy
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and by the priests of the Great Mother.

The tone of The Onos is quite

different, however, at its end, and we see different attitudes towards
cruelty.

Lucius receives rough treatment when he is made to grind corm

at the mill of the baker, but in The Onos he receives the treatment of
the other animals in the stable, and is beaten severely because he
refuses to turn the mill wheel, not because he is singled out for
special punishment by the baker's wife.38

In the last section, too,

there is no mention of the proposed torture and death by wild beasts
in the amphitheatre which the Lucius of The Golden Ass fears so greatly,
and thus another incident of

wanton violence and cruelty is removed

from the original.
The people whom the Lucius of The Onos meets also indicate the
difference between the two romances since some of the characters who
show the greatest cruelty are absent from the original or are not
developed and may well be Apuleian

i~ventions.

The miserable life

which Lucius shares with the gardener is given only minimal attention,
and the unfor tunate man who hears of the death of his three sons is not
present at all.

The baker's wife who plays such an evil role in Ihe

Golden Ass as the torturer of Lucius, as an

adultres~

and as a murderess

does not appear, and the woman conderrned to be eaten by beasts is not
described in terms of the crimes which she has committed.
I t seems that The Onos does not attempt to show this gradual
realization of the presence of evil which is seen in Apuleius' work
because, as we have seen, the evilness of the world does not seem to
increase asth e work progresses.

The cruelty which is seen at the

beginning of both the romances is identical:

fhe beatings of the robbers,
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the boy, and the priests.

Towards the end of this section, however, the

cruelty in The Golden Ass seems to ir.crease with the introduction of the
gardener, the man whose sons were cruelly murdered, the baker's wife,
and the story of the condemned woman, while these characters are not
present or are not developed in The Onos.

In fact, in the final

episode of The Onos we see that Lucius' situation is getting better, not
worse .

When Lucius is sold to a rich man 's cook his environment becomes

quite pleasant since he is discovered to be intelligent and able to eat
and drink human food.

He is enjoying life quite thoroughly when he is

chosen to appear in the amphitheatre where he is able to eat some roses
and to regain human form.

In Apuleius' work Lucius receives the same

, physical comforts but in this last episode their pl easantness is
minimized by the interjection of the tale describing the crimes of the
condemned woman, Lucius' fear of being eaten alive in the amphitheatre,
and his shame and disgust at being forced to appear in public with the
cond enned woman .

When Lucius receives the vision of Isis he welcomes

her as much for her promise of escape from the evils of the world as
for her promise of restoring him to human form.
The differences between Lucius' own experiences in the two
romances is further magnified by the inclusion of the various tales in
Apuleius' work which are not present in The Onos.

If we fail to see

the changes in Lucius' awareness of the world through his own experiences,
this theme is magnified by the use of stories of people who become
increasingly more wicked as the romance progresses.

These stories, as

has been previousl y stated, are believed to have been of Apuleius' own
invention or are believed to have been interpolated by him into the
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original plot.

The increasingly s.ombre tone of the stories which we

can attribute to Apuleius alone seem to support the position that the
arrangement of incidents in The Golden Ass was consciously planned with
the religious revelation of the eleventh book in mind .
Although we have arrived at the position that The Golden Ass was
written with its religious purpose in mind throughout by reason of the
nature and the content of the episodes in it, there are also a few
examples of internal evidence in the romance which indicate that the
increasing presenc e of evil which Lucius experiences is affecting him
emotionally.

Lucius seldom stops in his narrative to contemplate what

he has experienced except when he states that he fears for his life
because of his grave physical danger.

In one section of the book,

however, he does reflect on the sufferings which he has seen and
experienced and seems to indicate what we have attempted to show by
examining the structure of the book, namely that Lucius has matured
from being a nai've youth to a grown man who has a new-found understanding of the world.

The passage comes in Book IX where Lucius has

just been brought to the mill of the baker and his cruel wife, and he
has observed the wretched state of the slaves who work there and the
animals who turn the mill wheel :
Nee ullum uspiam cruciabilis vitae solacium aderat, nisi quod
ingenita mihi curiositate recreabar dum praesentiam meam parvi
facientes libere quae volunt omnes et agunt et loquuntur. Nee
immerito priscae poeticae divinus auctor apud Graios summae
prudentiae virum monstrare cupiens multarum civitatum obito et
variorum populorum cognitu summas adeptum virtutes cecinit: nam
et ipse gratas gratias asino meo memini, quod me suo celatum tegmine
variisque fortunis exercitatum, etsi minus prudentem, multiscium
reddidit.
No relief came for the tortures of my life at any time ex cept that
I was refreshed with my inborn curiosity since everyone thought but
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little of my presence and did and spoke what they wished. It is
not without reason that the divine author of the ancient art of
poetry among the Greeks in wishing to show a man of the greatest
wisdom sang of one who had obtained the greatest virtues by
visiting many cities and knowing various people: for now I
remember my ass-like condition with welcome thanks because it made
me experienced in various for tunes as I was hidden under its skin,
although it gave me but little wisdom.39
The curiosity which has caused Lucius to be turned into an ass has led
him to investi§ate the world and to become aware of the human condition
which, as we have seen throughtut the book, is considered to be
generally sordid and unhappy.

He has become knowledgeable because of

his awareness of these evils in the world, but he has not yet become
wise.

He acquires wisdom, we are led to believe, through the mystical

vision of his initiation of Book XI.
Lucius also reacts physically at times to the evil which he has
s een, sometimes eve n when his actions will later increase his own
sufferings.

Such was the case when he attempts to save the maiden

Charite from the cruel fate intended for her by the robbers after
which he himse lf was condemned to die.

When Lucius is travelling with

the priests of the Syrian Goddess he witnesses their sexual atrocities
and is so revolted by them that he lets out a loud bray which attracts
the attention of the neighbors.40

Although no personal harm would have

come to him by the priests' activities, he chose instead to betray them,
and thus received a harsh beating.

Lucius is again disturbed by the

evi ls that he has seen at the home of the baker, whose plotting wife has
hidd en her lover under a flour bin to escape her husband's detection.
Lucius sees the young man's fingers protruding from beneath the bin and
makes a point of stepping on them, thus revealing the entire affair to
the husband.41
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The most significant reaction to the ev il which surrounds him
comes, I believe, at the end of the tenth book in which Lucius voices
;o
his reactionAthe news t hat he will have to appear in public in the
amphitheatre with the condemned woman.

He makes a statement of moral

outrage:
Talis mulieris publicitus matrimonium confarreaturus ingentique
angore oppido suspensus expectabam diem mun eris , saepius quidem
mortem mihimet volens consciscere, priusquam scelerosae mulieris
contagio macularer vel infamia publici spectaculi depudescerem .
It was with such a woman that I was to be publically joined in
matrimony, and I awaited the day of my public duty with great
anguish and with extreme doubt. Very often I wished to kill myself
rather than to be stained with the contact of this evil woman, or
to lose all sense of shame by the infamy of this public spectacle.42
Lucius is disgusted at the idea of appearing in public with this woman,
as is to be expected , but the significant point is that he is not
outraged because he is to have sexual relations with this woman because
he had not thought it immoral to sleep with a wealthy matron , but he is
disturbed because of the foul character of the condemned woman.

It is

also important to note that the Lucius of The Onos holds few ill
feelings about appearing in public w:th this woman.43

This incident,

I believe, is a clear indication of Apuleius' intention of showing
Lucius' awareness of evil and his desire to escape from it .

It is

because of his desire to escape the sordid spectacle of the amphitheatre
that Lucius runs to the beach where he encounters Isis and thus procures
salvation.
Lucius' growing awareness of evil serves as a preparation for
his conversion to Isis, but it is not, I believe, the only theme of the
romance which leads to his conversion.

Lucius feels that salvation is

nec essary both for his physical transformation and for his spiritual
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conversion, but it also becomes evident as the romance progresses that
this transformation cannot occur through the power of the deities o: the
traditional pantheon.

As Lucius endures his torments one becomes

increasingly aware of the fact that the old Roman gods do nothing to
help him and that if he is to receive help it must come from an unknown
source.

As we examine The Golden Ass we see that the traditional gods

are presented as ineffectual or hostile.

It is this attitude towards

the gods which prepares us for the appearance of Isis in Book XI.
Lucius is either directly persecuted or ignored by the gods,
or he encount ers people who present a sordkd picture of the religious
life.

When he spends nis first night as an ass in the stable of Milo's

household, he sees the hope of salvation in the roses which decorate
the shrine of Epona, the goddess of horses and the stables, but the
goddess does no thi ng to help him when the stable boy beats him
severely for trying to destroy the sanctuary of the goddess .44

At this

point, too, Lucius remarks that Jupiter Hospitalis, the patron of
guests, does nothing to assis t him as the hors es of the stable were
kicking him because they disliked the presence of a strang er.45
These ancient gods do not come to help him, but neither can
the r e latively new concept of de ity, the divine Emperor, relieve him
of his plight.

As the thieves are driving him up a steep cliff Lucius

tries to call upon the name of the Emperor, but appar ently the Emperor
can only aid those who are able to call out his name:
inter ipsas turbelas, Graecorum genuine sermone nomen augustum
Ca esaris invocare temptavi, et "0" quidem tantum disertum ac
validum clamitavi, reliquum autem Caesaris nomen enuntiare non
potui:
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In the tumult I tried to invoke the holy name of Ca esar in the
true Greek speech, and I cried "0" strongly and clearly, but I
was in no way abl e to pronounc e the rest of Ca esar 's name .46
Perhaps after these early disappointments Lucius learns that
the gods cannot help him, for there are no further pleas for help
throughout the rest of the book.

Instead, Lucius accepts his fate,

and concedes that Fortune is pursuing him -with all her vengeance.
Fortun e was worshipped in Rome as the deity of Luck or Chance, and as
such she was capable of bestowing both good and bad luck upon men so
that there is no reason for Lucius to endure only hardships.

In the

later Empire Fortune became a powerful goddess and was sometimes
worshipped as a deity who had powers greater than those of the original
gods.

The Emp eror Trajan in fact dedicated a temple to Fortuna Panthea,

or the Fortune of all the gods.47

It is this goddess who can

interr;reted to be a deity of great power who has seemingly vowed his
destruction.
As one misfortune falls upon the other Lucius mentions that
Fortune has planned them for him.

The references to Fortune are

numerous, and they occur before a new calamity fa lls upon him.

She is

called "saeva" or "cruel" as Lucius begins to tell the tale of how
the baker's wife mistreated him so severely,48 and "meis cruciatibus
insatiabilis," "insatiable of my tortures, " as Lucius is handed over
to the cruel treatment of the boy.49

Fortune is again mentioned with

similar words as Lucius is recaptured by the shepherds who plan to geld
him,50 and as he is about to be sold to the priests of the Syrian
goddess he speaks of Fortune in lengthi er terms:
Sed illa fortuna mea saevis ima, quam per tot regiones iam fug i ens
effugere vel praecedentibus malis placare non potui, rursum in me
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caecos detorsit oculos et emptorem aptissimum duris meis casibus
mire repertum obiecit.
But my most cruel Fortune whom I had not been able to outrun
although I had fled so many regions, and whom I was not able to
please by my former woes, again turned her cruel eyes against me
and discovered and produced a buyer who was remarkably fit for my
cruel fate.51
In the final reference to Fortune in the book we see her spoken of in
more pessimistic terms:
Sed nimirum nihil Fortuna renuente licet homini nato dexterum
provenire, nee consilio prudenti vel remedio sagaci divinae
providentiae fatalis dispositio subverti vel reformari potest.
But truly, if Fortune is adverse it is forbidden for a mortal to
succeed in a favorable way, nor is the fatal disposition of divine
providence able to be changed or be reformed by prudent counsel or
wise remedy.52
As Lucius' condition becomes worse his faith in all types of
divine powers fail him.

Fortune is the only god who is mentioned, and

she is pictured as in exorably cruel.

Not only does she pursue Lucius

with punishments which he does not deserve, but she also chooses to
bestow blessings upon those who are evil.

Lucius makes this pessimistic

statement when he learns that he has been accused of robbing Milo's
home:
subiitque me non de nihilo veteris priscaeque doctrinae viro
finxisse ac pronuntiasse caecam et prorsus exoculatam esse Fortunam,
quae semper suas opes ad malos et indignos conferat, nee unquam
iudicio quemquam mortalium eligat, immo vero cum iis potissimum
deverse tur, quos procul si videret, fugere deberet, quodque cunctis
est extremius, varias opiniones, immo contrarias nobis attribuat,
ut et malus boni viri fama florietur et innocentissimus contra
noxio rumore plectatur.
It occured to me that it was not without reason that men of old
and ancient l earning had imaginec and declared that Fortune was
blind and wholly without eyes sir.ce she always confers her
abundance on ev il and unworthy men, nor does she ever choose a man
through judgement; to the greatest extent she is benign to those
whom she would flee if she could see from afar; and what is worse
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than all this, she attributes various and contrary op1n1ons to us
so that an evil man glories with the fame of a good man, and on the
other hand the most innocent of men is punished by harmful rumor . 53
It is from Fortune, the only deity who shows her power during his trials,
that Lucius will be freed when he receives the vision of Isis.

She

specifically states that she has freed him from the power of Fortune
as she speaks through the mouth of her devoted priest Mithras.

It is

a passage which has been quoted before, but is is now possible to see
its significance :
Sed utcumque Fortunae caecitas, dum te pess1m1s periculis dis cruciat, ad religiosam istam beatitudinem improvida produxit
malitia . Eat nunc et summo furore saeviat, et crudelitati suae
materiem quaerat aliam : nam in eos quorum sibi vitas in servitium
deae nostrae maiestat vindicavit, non habet locus infestus .
But in whatever manner the blindness of Fortune tormented you with
her terrible dangers, her unfonseen malice has brought you to this
religious blessedness. Let her now go and rage with her great
fury, and let her seek another object for her great cruelty, for
dangerous destruction does not have a place among those whose lives
the majesty of our goddess has protected in her service.54
It is intriguing to examine the similarity between the passages
whict describe Fortune as she pursues Lucius and the subsequent freedom
from Fortune which Isis bestows upon Lucius for these passages seem to
be concrete proof that the religious conversion of Book XI was consciously
worked into the narrative of the first ten books.

Andr~-Jean Festugi~re

in his work, Persona l Religion Among the Greeks, regards this opposition
of Fortune to Isis as one of the two themes of the novel which would
lead us to interpret it as a story of sin and redemption,55 but I do
not believe that it is possible to go so far as to say that Fortune
plays such an all - important role.

Fortune is mentioned only a few times

in th2 long narrative, and I believe that Apuleius would have stressed
her role more fully if he had intended her to be the dominant force in

52

opposition to the saving powers of Isis.

Instead, I would tend to view

Apuleius' presentation of Fortune as just one of the factors which lead
to Lucius, conversion, but not the main factor.

Lucius' disillusionment

with Fortune can be seen in connection with his disillusionment with the
other gods and with men, and they all are important factors leading to
his conversion to Isis.

Still, I believe that the inclusion of

references to Fortune were deliberate acts on the part of Apuleius to
compare Lucius' former existence to the joy which he will experience
with Isis.

It is important to note, I believe, that a reference to

Fortune or Tyche occurs only once in The Onos, and there she is
described as a beneficial goddess,56 not the cruel deity of The Metamorphoses,
Lucius' contact with the adversities of Fortune and his disillusionment with the other gods are the results of his direct personal
experience, and they are sufficiently disheartening, but in the same
way in which Lucius' hardships and

g~owing

awareness of the pres enc e of

evil are amplified by the stories which he hears and the sordid
characters that he meets, so the

ine~fectiveness

by the additional stories of the romance.

of the gods is amplified

The traditional gods do not

come to Lucius' aid, and Fortune persecutes him, but there ar e also
indications throughout the book that other gods and other religions are
generally ineffectual, thus leaving Lucius even more susceptive to the
saving grace of Isis.
The outstanding example of the corrupt nature of other religions
as seen in The Golden Ass is Apuleius' presentation of the priests of
the Syrian Goddess, an Eastern deity who was a rival to Isis throughout
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most of the Roman Empire.

The episode is found in Lucian's Onos, but

Apuleius enlarges and intensifies his theme.

The sacred goddess of the

Syrian city of Hierapolis was worshipped at Rome and throughout the
Empire as a deity who provided a blessed eternal existence for those
of her innitiates who exhibited religious purity.

Although little is

known of the theology of the religion, other sources provide us with
information about the wandering priests who, as Apuleius says, were
eunuchs who travelled from town to town as beggars and drove themselves
to such a high peak of religious frenzy that they practiced selfflagellation.

These men were of a low social class and were regarded

with contempt by the very fact that they were eunuchs, but nowhere in
ancient literature are they described in such sordid terms as by
Apuleius who pictures them as begging and feasting on the food
sacrificed to the goddess, forcing themselves into false religious frenzies,
indulging in sexual activities which he felt were too horrible to
describe, and worst of all, stealing from the sanctuary of the goddess
herself .

It is a description which rranz Cumont calls "undoubtedly

extreme,"57 and it is one which we cannot help but compare to the descriptions of the holy priests of Isis .

The Syrian goddess is called

"omnipotens et omniparens", "all-powerful and all-producing"58 as Lucius
is being sold to the priests to be given the task of carrying the
goddess from town to town, but the prQests and their goddess only bring
him more pain.

Only Isis can relieve his suffering.

Apuleius knew about and condemned the rival worship of the
Syrian goddess, and there also might be an indication in the novel that
he had the same regard for another rival religion of the time,
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Christianity.

Although it cannot be proved that Apuleius was referring

particularly to Christianity when he speaks of the woman who believes in
" one god," it has been surmised that his reference to her may indicate
his contempt for the new religion .

The woman is the baker's wife,

undoubtedly one of the most despicable characters of the book; Lucius '
description of her is as follows :
Nee enim vel unum vitium nequis simae illi feminae deerat, sed
omnia prorsus, ut in quandam caenosam latrinam, in eius animum
flagitia confluxerant: saeva, scaeva, virosa, ebriosa, pervicax, pertinax, in rapinis turpibus avara, in sumptibus foedis
profusa, inimica fidei, hostis pudicitiae: tunc spretis atque
calcatis divinis numinibus in vicem certae religionis mentita
sacrilega praesumptione dei, quem praedicaret unicum.
For there was not even one evil that was lacking to this snubnosed woman, but every crime flowed into the heart of this woman
as into one filthy latrine; she was cruel, crude, smelly, drunken,
obstinate, tight-fisted, greedy for plunder, extra vagant in evil
pleasures, and an enemy to faith and chastity. Instead, she was
lying and irreligious in her belief in a god whom she asserted was
the only god, having rejected and despised the divine powers of the
true re li gion .59
Here again there is another god and another religion presented which
is not only ineffectual, but actually a cause of evil.

Lucius' dis-

illusionment with man and with religion becomes greater, and he becomes
more prepar ed for his conversion to Isis.
There is perhaps another indication of this gradual discovery of
the ineffectiveness of religion in the story of Cupid and Psyche, the
long est of the digressions in the book, and a small romance in its el f
for which we can find no sources in ancient literature.

Scholars have

attempted to determine the function of the Cupid and Psyche episode in
The Golden Ass, and some woul d go so far as to attempt to view the story
as an allegory with Platonic overtones which represents the marriage of
Lov e and the Sou1.60

Such an interpretation, I believe, would be out of
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romantic, unsymbolic nature of the ether stories of the work.

I would

tend to think that the episode was inserted into The Golden Ass by
Apuleius as a story which either he had written or one which he borrowed
from another source because its theme of curiosity (Psyche 's misfortunes
come upon her because she succumbs to her desire to see her husband's
face) is in keeping with the theme of Lucius' curiosity about the
magical arts.

Although I believe that this curiosity is the major

theme of the story, I also see a lesser theme which r uns through the
Cupid and Psyche l ege nd which is in keeping with my belief that
Apuleius is attempting to show the ineffectiveness of other gods and
religions.

The Cupid and Psyche story can also be seen as a description

of the frivolous and even cruel nature of the traditional gods.
Classical writers have always described the lives of the goas
in treir works so that it is not unusual in the least that Venus, Cupid,
and the other gods of the "traditional pantheon appear in Apuleius' tale.
What is significant, I believe, is the attitude with which the gods are
presented.

Venus means so little to man, Apuleius implies, that her

temples would be deserted and her worship discontinued simply because a
young girl was born who was more beautiful than she.61

Venus' attitude

towards men, too, is not that of the esteemed goddess who inspired and
sustained love in mankind as she had once been to the Romans, but that
of a jealous and spiteful woman who is taking revenge for offended
pride.

Venus pursues Psyche with a cruel vengeance, and the other gods

to whom Psyche appeals for help can do nothing to ease her torments.
Psyche is being sought by Venus she appeals to the goddess Juno, but
Juno can do nothing to help:

As
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'Quam vellem' inquit 'Per fidem nutum meum precibus tuis accommodare ! Sed contra voluntatem Veneris, nurus meae, quam filiae semper
dilexi loco, praestare me pudor non sinit. Tunc etiam legibus,
quae servos alienos perfugas invitis dominis vetant suscipi, prohibeor.'
By faith, I would like to accommodate my will to your prayers, but
honor does not allow me to go against the will of Venus, my
daughter -in-law, whom I have always loved as a daughter . Moreover,
I am prohibited from doing so by the laws which prevent me from
taking any foreign escaped slaves against the will of their masters.62
The tale of Cupid and Psyche is, of course, a romance, and I do not
mean to imply that it was written as a treatise on the failure of the
traditional gods, but I do believe that the attitude towards the gods
which is in this story is in keeping with the tone of the rest of Ihe
Metamorphoses where, as we have seen, the gods are shown to be unresponsive
and even hostile to man .

It is perbaps for this reason, as well as for

the : act that the story deals with curiosity, that the tale of Cupid
and Psyche occupies such an important place in Apuleius' work.
Thus we have examined two trends which run through Books II I
through X of The Golden Ass which, I believe, show Apuleius' intent to
join the eleventh book with the original story.

Lucius' realization of

the world's evil and his knowledge that the traditional gods cannot aid him
make him extremely susceptive to the goddess Isis in Book XI, but there
is also, I believe, a third trend in the romance which points to Lucius'
ultimate conversion.
Lucius' attitude towards women and sex plays an important role
in his conversion since he changes from the eager lover of Fotis to the
celibate priest of Isis in the course of the romance, and references to
women and sex occur so frequently in the book that they should be given
special notice.
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The high frequency of references to sex in The Golden Ass becomes
understandable in the light of the tradition in which it is written.
In the first line of his work Apuleius announces that he is to be writing
a Milesian tale .

Such a work, his ancient readers would realize, was

based on the type of story for which the city of Miletus in Asia Minor
was well known.

In Apuleius' day a Mil esian tale was known to be a

bawdy story, largely because of the reputation of the Milesiaca of the
second century B. C. Greek wr iter Aristides, a collection of stories of
love, sex, and intrigue which were translated into Latin by the Roman
historian Sisenna in the first century B. C.

The stories have been lost,

but there are numerous references to them in classical literature.
They were considered to have been licentious and disgraceful, largely
because they elevated the type of tale which was usually reserved for
jocular conversation to the realm of literature.63

If Apuleius is

writing in this tradition it is understandable that we would find a
great emphasis on sex, and a predominance of such stories of intrigue
as those which are told by the baker and his wife, or the story of Cupid
and Psyche or the tale of the woman who hid her lover in a tub.

This is

not to imply that Apuleius lifted the stories of The Golden Ass from
Aristides, for there were many authors who wrote in the genre of the
Milesian tale including the Roman author Petronius, and although it is
quite possible that Apuleius may have borrowed from other sources, it
is also possible that he might have composed original work using the
style of Aristid es .

Thus, since the themes of sex and love are found so

frequently in The Golden Ass, and were intended to predominate in the
romance, I believe that it becomes important to attempt to determine what
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role Lucius' attitude towards sex plays in his conversion to Isis.
It seems that Lucius ' decision to become a celibate priest and
reject sensual pleasures comes about in much the same way in which he
decides to reject the world in general .

His disillusionment with women

parallels his disillusionment with the world, and his gradual realization that women are essentially vile creatures parallels his
realization of the growing presence of evil in his environment.
Just as Lucius seems to receive a warning about the dangers of
magic before he is changed into an ass, so he seems to receive a warning
abou~

the dangers of women since it was because of a woman ' s magical arts

that he was transformed into the ass .

Just as the tale of Aristomones

and the tale of Thelephron warn Lucius of the evils of magic, so both
of these tales show the female sex at its worst.

Aristomones' friend

Socrates suffers his cruel fate because he had come into the power of a
witch who used and abused him for her lustful purposes.64

Thelephron,

too, speaks of the evil wife who had poisoned her husband for the sake
of her l over.65

In Book II we are also presented with Pamphile, Milo's

wife, who uses her magical art to secure attractive young men as her
lovers, and if they refuse they are murdered or turned into stones or
anim&ls . 66

Lucius, of course, does not heed this ••warning," and con-

tinues his affair with Fotis by whose hand he is turned into an ass.
After Lucius has been turned into an ass we see a gradual change
in his opinion towards women and sex.

It is in this period that we see

him change from a man who admires women to one who is disgusted by t hem.
In his first few encounters with women in his animal condition his
attitudes are mu-ch the same as they were when he was human.

The beautiful
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girl Charite attracts Lucius' sexual instincts to the extent that he
tries to kiss her feet as she rides on his back,67 and he is still
sufficiently imbued with the idea that women are basically good that he
is shocked by Charite's behavior when she bestows her favors upon the
newly arrived thief.68

He is disgusted by the fact that she seemed so

willing to forget her recent marriage vows until he realizes that the man
is her husband in disguise .
Later, when he is sent out to pasture at Charite's farm, he is
eager to mate with the mares although he is prevented from doing so by
the jealous stallions.69

Soon after this he is accused by the evil

slave boy of raping women of the

tow~,70

a wholly ridiculous charge, but

we c2n also see Lucius' reaction to iis proposed punishment :

he would

much prefer to die by his own hand tian to submit to castration.71
Clearly sex is quite important to Lucius at this point of his life .
But as the story progresses we can see that Lucius' attitude
towards women changes, and that it is on account of the women whom he
meets and the stories which he hears .

When he is travelling with ChariteJ·s

househol d he overhears a story of how a wife threw herself and her child
into a well in order to punish her husband for his adulterous deeds,72
and as we have seen he is so revolted by the perverse sexual activity
of the priests of the Syrian Goddess that he feels that he must betray
them to the townspeople.73

At the baker ' s household he overhears and

witnesses several examples of adulterous intrigue and what he considers
to be disgust ing behavior, and he gets a first hand view of the
atrocities of the baker's wife.74

As we have seen in Lucius' description

of the Baker's wife, he is revolted by this type of woman, but as

~he
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story progresses we see that this is the only type of woman who is pre sented with perhaps the exception of the wealthy matron with whom Lucius
does not mind having sexual relations.

When he is presented with the con-

demned woman, he is thoroughly repulsed by the idea of having contact
with her .
but

~hat

Perhaps we can say that Lucius does not lose sexual desires
he realizes that the natureof women is so evil that sex loses

the importance which it once had .

After we have been exposed to the

numerous foul woman who have passed through the narrative, it is not
terribly surprising to discover that Lucius is willing to reject women
for the remainder of his life .
The characters of the women who run through The Golden Ass also
tend to highlight the virtues of the goddess Isis in Book XI since '
their evilness, cruelty, and adultery are in direct contrast to the
character of Isis.

The lust and cruelty of these numerous women is

counteracted by the love and goodness offered by Isis.
goddess, and as such she is described according to her
her sexual attributes .

She is a mother
matern~

not

As Lucius sees Isis emerge from the sea he states

that her appearance is venerandos (venerable), and that her face is
divina (divine) . 75

Isis is further described in this passage, but Lucius

describes on l y her hair and her regal garments, not her sexual charac teristics .

It is a passage which is in marked contrast with his earlier

description of his mistress Fotis in Book II, chapter 7, where her
sexuality is stressed .

Apuleius i& not alone in his description of Isis

as a maternal fig ure because many of the statues of Isis which have been
found resemble Apuleius ' description of her, and many show her holding
her infant son Anubis in much the same way in which later artists were to

61

portray the Virgin Mother.76

Isis does not offer Lucius sex, but she

offers something better in return for his sacrifice, namely a blessed
life on earth and eternal life in the Elysian Fields.

If we can accept

the true nature of women to be as Apul eius suggests in The Golden Ass,
Lucius' sacrifice is not great.
There is still another theme which runs through The Golden Ass
which again shows the importance of the sexual references in the book.
Apuleian scholars have for themost part ignored the fact that the ass
was considered to be a lustful animal in ancient times, and that Lucius'
metamorphosis into the form of an ass might be considered punishment for
his lustful desires, and that the salvation which Isis offers symbolizes
his change from his former way of life .
The evidence which exists to prove that the Greeks and Romans
considered the ass to be a symbol of lust is quite plentiful.
who

~s

Lucian,

believed to be the originator of the story of Lucius the ass-man,

ment~ons

in another work that a man was considered to be as lustful as

an ass,77 and Juvenal makes a similar reference to an ass' extraordinary
sexual desires in Satire IX, 92.

An ass was also used as a sacrifice to

Priapus, the phallic god, for the sa~e reason.78
There is also internal evidence in both the Onos and The Golden
Ass to support the ev idence of these other writers.

The cruel slave boy

aims at Lucius' destruction by accusing him of raping a number of women;
the townspeople, strangely enough, do not question his accusation.79
Later in the novel when Lucius is owned by the priests there is a
suggestion that he may be used by them for sexual purposes,BO and in the
last sections of both novels the strange mating of women with the ass is
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not described with any particular surprise by either of the authors.
The evidence which shows that the ass is a symbol of lust is
plentiful, but it is perhaps more difficult to determine whether or not
Lucius merits a punishment of this type.
passionate affair with Fotis, but
transformation.

t~is

Luciu s did, of course, have a

alone was not the cause of his

The priest of Isis attributes his misfortune to his

curiosity, presumably to his curiosity about the magical arts.

This

curiosity about magic can, however, be connected with the theme of lust
as

i~

is seen in Lucius' transforma tion into an ass.

cina~ed

Lucius is fas-

by the magical arts as they are performed by the witthes of

Thessaly, but as we examine what these women do with their magic we see
that most of their activities are directed towards sexual ends.
tale told by Aristomenes the unfortunate Socrates

In the

eets his death

because he has become involved with the witch Meroe who has made him
her lover.

When Socrates describes the evils she has committed with her

magic we realize that they are all done for sexual purposes.

She used

her magic in order to force men of all nations and races to make love to
her, and changed her inconstant lovers into various types of animals.Bl
Pamp~ile,

Milo's wife, also seems to use her magic to satisfy her sexual

des ires.

She attempts to bring her lover to her side by performing

magic over what she believes to be snippits of his hair,82 and when
Pamphile becomes a bird on the night of Lucius' transformation it is
because she wants to fly to her love~.83
Lucius, of course, does not state that he wishes to change his
form for the purposes of pursuing new and different women, but he does
tell Fotis that he will be better able to make love to her in the form
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of a bird.

He says that he will come to nest with Fotis, and that his

birdlike form will make him like Cupid:
ac iam perfice ut meae Ven eri Cupido pinnatus assistam tibi.
Do this now so that
my Venus.84

as a feathered Cupid I might be near you,

This evidenc e, combined with the fact that the magic of the Thessalian
witches seems to be so integrated with the pursuit of sexual pleasure
might tend to justify Lucius' transformation i nto a lustful animal.
The symbol of the ass as a lustful animal is present in both
the Onos and in The Golden Ass, but I believe that is can be interpreted
in different ways to fit the context of each romance.

If we choose to

use B. E. Perry's interpretation of the Onos as it is summarized in
chapter I of this paper, and believE that the work is a satire on the
credulity and superstition of the Romans, and especially of the Romans
of the literary class, the satire becomes all the more biting when it
can also be interpreted as a jibe at Roman sexual practices.

Lucius'

humiliation when he regains his human form in the amphitheatre becomes
even greater when we realize that his shape as an ass had a meaning for
of'

his audience which was greater than

that ~the

interpretation of an ass's character.

traditionally accepted

Lucius would be thought to be

stupid, but he would also be considered to be lustful.
This interpretation of the ass symbolism also holds true for
Apuleius' work, but it also takes on a deeper meaning, I believe, when
it is related to the conversion to Isis in the eleventh book .

The

priest of Isis tells Lucius that he had been turned into an ass because
he had turned to "servile pleasures," and that he had seen a just reward
fo r his "unfortunate curiosity."85

Thus the ass becomes a symbol of
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the misdirection of Lucius ' former life .

He had lived for physical

pleasures, and because of these he had been pursued by Fortune and
suffered during his wanderings.

His transformation through the power of

Isis symbolizes his rejection of these "servile pleasures" and his
striving to attain both the physical and the spiritual purity which was
such a great part of the new religion .

Roses alone could not perform

the transformation that Lucius needed; it could only be done through
Isis .
We have now discussed what I believe to be the major themes
in Tne Golden Ass which relate the Episodes of the first ten books with
the religious tone of the eleventh book .

I believe that there is a

definite and deliberate attempt madE to connect Lucius ' youthful
curiosity about magic and his

subse~uent

punishment and growing awareness

of evil with the salvation from this evil which is offered by the
beneficent goddess Isis .

Although I believe that I have demonstrated

that there is sufficient evidence within The Golden Ass to support my
conc~usions,

I must also add that most critics would deny that Apuleius'

work has the serious moral tone which my conclusions have indicated.
B. E. Perry denies that there is very much connection between the two
parts of the book and says the following of The Metamorphoses :
• It is hard to believe that Apuleius had any serious intention
of playing the part of the good - natured physician; for he has mixed,
as it were, ten parts of honey to one of wormwood.86
We can also recall Herbert Rose's corrunent that Lucius "spends most of
the book enjoying himse l f heartily at Vanity Fair. "87
Such comments depend upon an interpr etation of The Golden Ass as
a rather lighthearted romance, and a collection of interesting, although
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bawdy, stories.

I will not deny that much of the book is composed of

this type of material, but I do beEeve that there is much more "wormwood"
in The Golden Ass than Dr. Perry contends.

If the stories which compose

The Golden Ass are considered individually, the first ten books of the
romance do not seem to be serious in the least.

The graphic description

of Lucius' affair with Fotis and the numerous stories of adultery and
intrigue seem to link The Golden Ass with what is known of the Milesian
tales, while the stories of Charite and TlepolemuB and Cupid and Psyche
seem related to folk tales.

The flamboyant stories of the robbers and

the strange stories of witchcraft also seem to have been put into the
romance for comic effect.
The tone of The Golden Ass changes, I believe, when the worK is
viewed in its entirety.

As I have stated earlier in this paper, I

beli eve that the tone of the individual stories is influential in
Lucius' growing awareness of the pres ence of evil in the world.

Although

one story of an evil and vengeful wife or a tale about a cruel landlord
who plots the destruction of his tenants may be grimly comic, a series
of such tales of cruelty with each tale seemingly worse than the one
that went before it does not, to my mind, seem to be amusing in the
leas~.

Magic may be strange and exciting, but three tales which show

its disastrous consequences make it lose its exotic appeal.
and

~ntrigue

Adultery

have traditional appeal for lovers of fiction, but it is

quite disconcerting to realize that practically every female character
in The Golden Ass is described as evil and lecherous, and that this
might well be Apul eius' opinion of the nature of women in the work.
Thus, in my opinion, The Golden Ass can be interpreted in the light of
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the theme of redemption from sin which is seen in the eleventh book.
The seeming contradiction between the lighthearted nature of
the romance which Perry and Rose see in The Golden Ass and the more
somber tone which I see reflected in the work becomes understandable
when we examine Apuleius ' style.

The Golden Ass is organized in an

extremely loose manner, and Apuleius interupts his narrative of Lucius
on numerous occasions with little or no transition to begin another
story.

Since these digressions are taken from a number of sources or

they are of Apuleius' own invention, the tone of the work varies a
great deal.

For example, Apuleius can be discussing Fotis' sexual charms

in one paragraph, and in the next he can launch into a serious discussion
about the importance of hair to female beauty.BB

In the midst of a

number of stories of marital infidelity and intrigue Apuleius can
describe the wretched plight of slaves at the baker's household and can
comment on Homer's statement about the nature of wisdom.B~

Ben E. Perry

also comments on this phenomenon in Apuleius:
The tone of the Roman writer is likely to pass from playful to
serious whenever he has occasion to animadvert upon something in
which he is personally interested.90
Ther e is room in Apuleius ' work for both a comic and a serious
interpretation of the first ten books.

I do not mean to imply that eve ry

story and every anecdote in The Golden Ass was placed in the romance with
the express purpose of illustrating the redemptive power of Isis, since
even the original plot is known to have been us ed for a different purpose,
but I do believe that it was not without considerable forethought that
Apuleius chose the story of Lucius the ass-man to illustrate man's turn
towards »servile pleasur es , '' his recognition of the evi l of the world,
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and his subsequent salvation through the power of Isis.

The tales which

Apuleius uses as diversions from the central plot were also chosen in
part, I believe to intensify the themes of the main story.

One may, or may

not believe that Lucius "spends most of the book enjoying himself heartily
at Vanity Fair."

That opinion, I think, depends upon one's taste for

Apuleius' humor, but I do believe that there is sufficient evidence to
indicate that The Golden Ass is indeed a pagan Pilgrim's Progress.
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CHAPTER IV
THE METAMORPHOSES AS SEEN IN RELATION TO WHAT IS KNOWN OF THE CULT OF ISIS
Thus far we have examined the religious satisfactions offered
by the goddess Isis only in the terms in which they are treated in
Apuleius' work .

In order that we may obtain a fuller understanding of

the nature of the Isaic religion as it is seen in The Golden Ass it
would be useful, I believe, to devote this last section of the paper to
a discussion of the relation of the Isis cult as it is presented in
Book XI to what is known of the religion from other sources.

In the

context of the romance Isis is seen as the only god who is capable of
offering salvation from earthly misfortunes and bestowing eternal life.
She is also seen as a goddess who can inspire great devotion among her
initia tes, and a deity powerful enough to command a following of
dedicated, ascetic priests.

In this chapter I will attempt to determine

to what extent the presentation of Isis as it is made in The Golden Ass
can be re li ed upon as an expression of genuine religious sentiments.
The Golden Ass is one the main sources of knowledge about the
cult of Isis in the Roman world both because of the length of the
treatment of the Isis cult, and because it is believed to be the only
account of the mystery religion which was written by a ma n who was himself
an initiate.

The book has always been considered to be an eyewitness

account of both the spring festival of Isis in which the sacred ship was
blessed and the rites of initiation.

The wealth of detail which Apuleius
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uses to describe the procession could not have been obtained from any
secondary sourc e, and his full knowledge of the nature of the secret
rites indicate that he himself must have been a member of the cult.
Apuleius even goes so far as to put himself in the place of his protagonist Lucius.

In the opening lines of the romance Apuleius states

that Lucius is a Greek, but in Book XI Lucius sudd en ly becomes
"Madaurensem," "a man of Madaura," Apuleius' home town.l

If indeed

Book XI is as autobiographical as it would seem, it should then be
possibl e to compare what is known of Apul eius ' life to the life of
complete devotion to the goddess which we would expect Luc i us to lead
after his conversion.
We know something of Apuleius' life from two of his later
works, his Apologia, and his collection of orations called the
Floridia.

From these works it is possible to show both that it is quite

probable that Apuleius wrote

~he

Metamorphoses as a man who had been

initiated into the rites of Isis, and that his life did not show that
he remained faithful to the tenets of the religion that were set forth
by the priest of Isis in Book XI.

It is generally accepted that the

Apologia was written after Ihe Metamorphoses, and it is known that it
was written between the years of 156 and 158 A. D.2

The work is a

courtroom defense which Apuleius delivered on his own behalf against
charges brought upon him by his wife's relatives accusing him of killing
his stepson and forcing his wife to marry him through the use of magic.
Apuleius' wife was fourteen years his e lder, and her first husband's
relatives had wrongfully accused him of marrying the rich widow for her
inheritance.

Apuleius easily clears himself of the charge of murder, and
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the greater part of the work is devoted to disproving the charge of
having used magic.

Perhaps the plot of The Metamorphoses was known in

Africa at the time, and his accusers felt that the false charges of
magic would be believed for this reason, but the charges included
dissecting fish for magical purposes, possessing objects which he might
use to work evi l, and causing a boy and a woman to fall at his feet.
He has rational exp lanations for everything:

he dissected the fish for

scientific reasons, and both the boy and the woman were epileptics.
The most significant passage in the work comes when he defends himselcr
against the charge that he concea led magical obj ects since he confesses
that the objects in question were probably those which were given to
him by the priests of the mysteries into which he had been initiated:
Sacrorum pleraque initia in Gra ecia participaui. eorum quaedam
signa et monumenta tradita mihi a sacerdotibus sedulo conseruo •
• • • at ego , ut dixi, multiiunga sacra et plurimos ritus et
varias caerimonias studio veri e t officio erga deos didici .
I have shared in many mysteries of the secret rites in Greece, and
I zealously keep certain signs and momentoes given to me by the
priests • • • • But I, as I have said, have learned many kinds of
mysteries, a great many rites, and various ceremonies with true
zeal and duty towards the gods.3
This statement seems to give ample support to the belief that Book XI
of Ihe Metamorphoses is largely autobiographicaL
On the other hand: the Apologia refutes the idea that Apuleius

had totally dedicated his life to Isis as an ascetic priest as Lucius
promises to do .

Although Apuleius states that he has travelled widely,

and there is no reason to believe that he did not become initiated both
at Cenchreae and at Rome, we know for certain that he did not remain
at Rome to minister at the temple.

The events of the Apologia occur in

Africa, and Apuleius states that he has become well-known as an orator
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and a writer of verse •. He certainly has not taken vows of chastity
since he is married, and it is also quite important to note that he
does not believe that Isis is the supreme deity that she appears to be
in The Golden Ass.

In the passage quoted above Apuleius refers to a

number of mysteries, not just the mysteries of Isis, and continues in
the following passages by making reference to the mysteries of
Aesculapius, Orpheus, and the cult of the Pythagorians.4
passage Apuleius makes reference to a statue of
with great regard . 5

~ercury

In yet another
which he held

Apuleius was clearly an orator as his collection

of spee ches, the Floridia shows, and not a priest, but he was a man who
was deep ly int erested in religion.

The Metamorphoses may be auto-

biographical in the sense that Apuleius probably participated in the
religious rites which he describes, but evidence in his later works
seems to show that he could not have believed that Isis was the only
supreme deity as he states in The Metamorphoses, and that he was not the
devoted priest who had dedicated his life to the goddess since he
obviously believed in the power of other gods and had been initiated into
a numbe r of mysteries .

Although he wasn 't presenting his own sentiments

in The Metamorphoses, it seems likely that he was presenting the religious
feelings of the devout priests of Isis whom he met when he was being
initiated.

The cult was highly demanding, and it seems that Apuleius could

not bring himself to make the sacrifices which were required of the
Isaic priests, although he undoubtedly admir ed the religion a great deal.
The comparison of Apuleius' apparent religious beliefs as they
are seen in his other works and those which are presented in The Gold en
Ass lead us to question in part the veracity of his portrayal of the
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Isis cu lt.

The task of attempting to relate Book XI with the other

available information about Isis is somewhat difficult since The Golden
Ass is the most complete description of Isai .c rites, and the only work
written by an initiate.

Most other references to Isis occur as passing

remarks by various ancient writers or have been discovered on inscriptions or through other archaeological finds.

For the purposes of this

discussion I have chosen to deal with the Isis cult by attempting to
·present what is known of the religion in three major areas:

the

popularity and spread of the cult, the religious sentiments expressed
by the initiates, and the character of the worshippers themselves.

In

this manner it will be possible to examine the description of the cult
as it is seen in Apuleius to what is known from other sources.
Apuleius describes the cult of Isis as one which was quite popular, both in terms of the number of people who had been initiated into
its rites, and in terms of the wide distribution of Isaic temples since
the small city of Cenchreae near Corinth on the Saronic Gulf was able
to support a prosperous temple as well as the large city of Rome.

As

Lucius describes the procession to the shore to consecrate the sacred
ship at Cenchreae, we are impressed by the great popular response to
this festival, and the wealth of the Isaic community.

The whole city

seems to be participating in this festival, crowds fill the streets,
and the worshippers are from all stations in society.
seems to be quite affluent.

The cult also

The many members of the procession are

dressed in rich costumes or are clothed i n special attire, or in the
white linen robes which distinguish them as initiates .

Moreover the

paraphernalia used in the procession itself must have been quite

expen~ v e
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since it included trappings for several animals, mirrors, musical
instruments, holy objects made of gold, and elaborate images of the
Egyptian gods.

The ultimate sign of the cult's wealth was in the holy

ship itself, since it seems that there was a special ship which was made
for the occasion, outfitted with linen sails and decorated with
Egypt ian paintings.6

Apuleius' description of the rites at Rome is

lacking in detail, but we gather that at this larger temple great sums
of money were also required in order that the rites of the mysteries
might be performed.

Lucius arrives at Rome too poor to become initiated

into the rites for the second time , and must earn the required fee by
pleading l egal cases in the Forum.7
These descriptions of the popularity and richness of the cult
can be verified to a certain extent by archaeological excavations and
historical references.

It is known that temples of Isis

exi~ed

both at

Cenchreae and at Rome, while the structure of the temples and the nature
of the rites can be seen to a certain extent in the well preserved temple
of Is is at Pompeii which was buried in the eruption of Vesuvius in

72 A. D.
Apuleius' vivid description of the Isaic rites at Cenchreae
unfortunately does not include information about the nature of the
temple itself, and although Pausanias mentions that a temple of Isis
stood at Cenchreae he also neglects to describe it.S
at Cenc hreae have

revea l ~d

Recent excavations

what is believed to be the temple of Isis but

insufficient evidence in ancient sources and incomplete excavation
reports have made positive identification of the bui l ding impossible.
The supposed temple is an apsidal structure with a mosaic floor and
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interior measurements of approximately 14 m. by 8 m. and is today
covered by the shallow water of the harbor.9

It is located near an

e arly Christian church, but artifacts indicate that the original
structure was Roman.lO

The only evidence that would link the building

to the worship of the goddess Isis that has thus far been recovered or
published is a series of 108 panels of glass mosaics which have been
found in wooden packing crates in the building's lower level.

These

glass pictures are of an intricate design and portray what the director
of the excavation calls mosaics of a "N:illotic" character, such as images
of lotus, papyrus, ibis, and other swamp flowers and birds which are
strongly identified with the Nile river.ll

Although the packing crates

have been dated to the ear ly fourth century A. D. by radiocarbon, it is
not known whether the panels were new at the time that they were packed
or whether they had been made earlier .l2

Thes e panels are not sufficient

evidence to prove that the temple was the one which Apuleius visited,
and the director himself says that it is a 'matter of abstract speculation"
to conclude that it is the temple of Isis, but he also hopes that further
investigation will enabl e

him to make a positive statement:

We have been assuming that the building was part of the sanctuary
of Isis mentioned by Pausanias as being at one end of the harbor.l3
If we can assume that this building is the temple of Isis we may perhaps
also assume that the procession at Cenchreae may have been much as
Apuleius described it.

If the cult had been able to support a temple

of reasonable size equipped with such elaborate decora tions as mosaic
floors and expe nsiv e glass panels, it is quite possible that the congregation could also well afford to support the procession described in The
Metamorphoses .
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There is unfortunately little or no archaeological evidence to
indicate the nature of the large temple of Isis in Rome located on the
Campus Martius which Apuleius mentions in Book XI.

Numerous historical

references testify to its existence, and there is good reason to believe
that it was prosperous in the second century A. D.

Although the cult

of Isis suffered numerous persecutions before it was officially accepted
at Rome, historical references indicate that the period of persectuion
was long past by the second century A. D.

The last proscription against

the Egyptian rites occurred in 19 A. D. under the reign of Tiberius,l4
and we know from Lucan who wrote in the time of Nero that the cult was
again welcomed in Rome at this time.l5

The temple on the Campus

Martius is known to have burned in a fire in 80 A. D.,l6 and to have
been restored again by the Emperor Domitian,l7 and it is in this temple
that Apuleius, or rather Lucius, probably worshipped.
The information about the temple which we do possess comes from
three sources.

The first is a coin minted during the reign of Vespasian

which pictures the temple's front .

Samuel Platner and Thosmas Ashby

describe the coin in the following manner:
This coin shows the facade of a narrow peribolos with four
Corinthian columns and a round pediment containing the figure of
Isis on a dog. Inside the peribolos, and entirely detached from it,
is the temple proper . 18
Fragments of the Severan marble plan also give some indication of the
floor plans of the temple of Isis and the temple of Serapis, the god
identified with Isis ' brother and husband Osiris who was considered to
be co - ruler of the universe with his wife.

The Severan plan marks both

temples with the name ''Serepaeum," but is is presumed that the temple of
Serapis was the semicircular building which was approximately 60 meters
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in diameter while the temple of Isis was long and narrow and of approximately the same length.l9
little has been found.

The temple precinct has been excavated, but

Several small obelisks have been found on the

site of the Iseum, and six columns have been found in situ.

In addition,

a number of pieces of sculpture have been fo und in the area of the
Serapeum, including images of the Tiber, the Nile, and the Ocean.20
These findings are small, but the information which we do possess
indicates that the temples did indeed exist, and that both were probably
prosperous as seen from the size of the buildings and from the presence
of works of art in the area of the temples.

This assumption can perhaps

be further justified by a line from one of Juvenal's satires which implies
that paintings were used to a great extent in Isaic worship, and that it
is possible that the temple at Rome may also have been decorated with
Egyptian scenes:
Pictores quis nescit ab Iside Pasci?
Who does not know that the painters are fed by Isis?21
The presence of two temples in Rome, one to Isis and the other to Serapis
or Osiris1 helps to make our understanding of Lucius' description of his
initiation at Rome somewhat clearer.

When he first arrives at Rome he

worships at the temple of Isis, but he soon receives a call to be
initiated into the rites of Osiris, and then a third call to initiation.
Each of these temples, although connected by the same cult, could provide
the two forms of initiation which Apuleius describes since each was a
separate building and probably housed different clergies who conducted
the SP.parate rites.
Although there is little information about the temples at
Cenchreae and at Rome which would prove or disprove the validity of
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Apuleius' descriptions of the cult, there is considerably more known of
the Isaic rites from the excavation of the temple at Pompeii.22

The

temple is somewhat earlier in date than the period in which Apuleius
was writing, but the time difference is not so great as to make the
comparison invalid.
description of

In fact, numerous parallels can be drawn between the

th~rites

as seen in Book XI and the finds at Pompeii.

Unlike what is known of the temples at Cenchreae and at Rome,
the sanctuary of Isis at Pompeii was composed of a series of buildings
and rooms in which the various rites of the religion were performed.
The precint is surrounded by high walls, and within them is a square
courtyard surrounded by a colonade.

The largest building in the court-

yard is the temple itself, constructed in typical Roman style on a
podium and divided almost equa lly into an open portico and a cella in
which the holy images of the cult were stored.

Two pedestals stand

within the cella on which the statues of Isis and Osiris were undoubtedly
placed, although it seems that these sacred images were removed by the
priests in their flight.

Outside of the cella and facing the portico on

either side were two niches in which two other statues were placed,
possibly images of the two other major deities of the Egyptian mythology,
Anubis and Harpocrates.

Although the statues have been taken, a number

of other objects were fo und in the cella and some of these can be
identified with the sacred objects described by Apuleius.

Among the

objects found was a marble hand, and two wooden caskets, one of which
held a small gold cup, a glass vessel, and a diminutive statue of a god,
while the other held two bronze candlesticks.

Apuleius makes special

note of a man who carried a left hand in the procession to the sacred
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ship saying that the left hand since it was more sluggish than the right
was more equitable than the right hand and was considered to be a symbol
of equity . 23

The excavation reports do not, however, specify whether

the object fo und was either the right or left hand.

Also mentioned in

the procession was a man who carried a "cista secretorum, " a casket con taining the secrets of the re li gion.24

Perhaps these caskets could be

related to the one mentioned by Apuleius .
In the courtyard outside the temple are three altars used for
sacrifices, a pit for refuse from the sacrifices, and two stone pillars,
one of which contained a prayer to Osiris written in hieroglyphics, and
several statues .

In the southeast corner of the courtyard was a small

building which contained an und erground chamber in which the water of the
Nile was stored.

More important than thes e finds, however, was the

discovery of a number of rooms which open onto the colonnade.

Three of

these rooms are the living quarters of a priest, a man who perhaps held
the position of the high priest Mithras of The Golden Ass, and who was
probably responsible for conducting the morning service of opening the
temple which Apuleius refers to in Book XI, chapter 22.

At the west

end of the precint were two large rooms, the larger of which contained
the remains of a female statue, a table, and a number of eating utensils,
while the smaller room contained frescoes of the Egyptian gods and a
number remains of statues of the gods.

The room in which the eating

utensils were found seems to have been used for the meals which were
served to the Isaic in it iates which Apuleius refers to in chapter 24
of Book XI .

The smaller room seems to have been used for the secret

rites of initiation .

The room was entered by a narrow door which could
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be easily secured, and contained in addition to the sacred images a small
reservoir and a niche.

Adjoining this room was a storeroom which con -

tained additional holy objects and fifty - eight lamps.

This great

quantity of lamps may perhaps be significant in helping to determine the
nature of the religious ecstasy which was achieved during the initiation
ceremonies .

Lucius recalls that his religious experience was so great

that he approached the thr eshold of death, saw the gods face to face,
and saw the light of

the~n

in the middle of the night.25

There have

been various attempts by scholars to account for this phenomenon, some
saying that it may have been produced by a drug or by a hallucination
brought about through the days of required fasting and general religious
exciteme nt,26 while others say that the initiation was a type of
religious drama which was acted out before the neophytes.27

This last

conclusion may be justified by the presence of the lamps and the statues
found in this room in Pompeii .

Perhaps the effect of the sun could be

achieved by such a large amount of artificial lighting, and the statues
of the gods might somehow seem to come to life.
The artifacts and the construction of the temple itself are not
the only sources of information about the worship of Isis since the wall
pain~ings

which decorated the temple also help to explain the activities

of the cult.

The insid e of the colonnade was covered with frescoes

showing intricate architectural designs into which were inserted twelve
panels each of which showed a priest of Isis in a religious procession.
The s even surviving pictures show both men and women with oriental
looking faces and costumes.28
mentions, have shaved heads.

The men, as the priests which Apuleius
These people carry the sacred objects of
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the religion in much the same way as they are described in The Golden Ass.
In the lower part of these murals are fo und pictures of ships and sea
fights.

Such scenes indicate that at Pompeii Isis was also seen to be

the patroness of seamen just as she was the patroness of those seamen for
whom the priests blessed the sacred ship at Cenchreae.

Frescoes also

cover the other walls of the other rooms, and here we see paintings portraying various aspects of the Egyptian r eligion and the Egyptian gods
with the traditional gods of the Roman pantheon.

For examp l e , the

facade of the small building which housed the holy water was decorated
in the Egyptian style whereas the side wall showed such characters as
Mars and Venus and Perseus and Andromeda.

Thes e combined motifs are

also seen in the room which was used for the sacred meals .

Such decora -

tions show the true syncretistic nature of the cult while they also show
that many of the gods of the Graeco-Roman pantheon were associated with
the Egyptian deities as Apuleius suggests when he allows Isis to list
her attributes and her various names at the beginning of Book XI . 29
Thus the finds at Pompeii help to substantiate the description of
the rites of Isis as they are presented in Apuleius.

So many parallels

can be drawn between The Golden Ass and these and other archaeological
finds and historical references which are connected with the worship of
Isis that it has been assumed that Apuleius had indeed been initiated
into the mysteries as he stated in the Apologia and that he was describing
the rites as he had seen them .

The description of the procession at

Cenchr eae and the other rites of the cult of Isis are probably not fiction ,
but rather an eyewitness account of Isaic ceremonies.

Apuleius'

description of the popularity and wealth of the cult is probably not -
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far from the truth .
Other i ndications that the cult was as wea l thy and as popular
as Apuleius described it come from a number of references from the
writings of Greek and Roman historians and other authors which indicate
the spread of the worship throughout the Graeco - Roman world .

The

worship of Isis as it was known to Apuleius was instituted by Ptolemy I,
the late fourth and early third century B. C. general and ruler of
Egypt .

In an effort to combine the Greek and Egyptian cultures at

Alexandria Ptolemy enlisted the aid of his advisor Timotheus from
Eleusis.

Timotheus, according to legend, convinced Ptolemy that the

image of the god which he saw in a dream was indeed Serapis, and that
the new religion was to be established at Alexandria.30

The cult combined

e l ements of both Egyptian and Greek religion by using the gods of the
ancient Egyptian pantheor., Osiris, lord of the underworld, Isis, his sister
and wife, Horus, their son, and Anubis, their faithful servant, and
worshipping them in much the same manner as the gods of the Greek mystery
religions, particularly Demeter and Dionysus for whom the Eleusinian
mysteries were established.

In both cases the mysteries celebrated the

death and rebirth of a god who was torn to pieces by his enemy and by
whose power a mortal could receive eternal life.

In both mysteries, too,

a mother goddess is present to weep for her dead husband.

The liturgy

of the Egyptian cult was written in Greek to allow for greater participat i on, as seen by several inscriptions written in Greek in which Isis
herself speaks, saying that she herself has written down the sacred rites
of the mysteries . 31

The strangeness of the Egyptian gods together with

the familiarity of the Greek religious ideas formed a religion which was
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readily accepted by the Greek speaking inhabitants of Egypt.

No longer

did religious devotees have to travel to such sanctuaries as Eleusis to
participate in the mysteries and receive the hope of eternal life, but
the cults could be localized.

It is not surprising that the new cult

became accepted as the national religion of Greek-speaking Egypt.
As Egyptian travellers and merchants moved throughout the
Mediterranean world the cult of Isis and Serapis moved with them.

The

religion was established in a number of cities of Greece, and also
spread to Ita ly, coming first, it is believed, to the ports of Campania
and especially to Puteoli where inscriptions refer to a temple of
Serapis which was standing in 105 B. c.32

Studies of the temple of

Pompeii indicate that the original temple may have been standing as
early as the second century B. c.33

Apuleius himself mentions the fact

that the college of the Pastophores was founded in Rome during the time
of Sulla, that is around 80 B. C., 3 4 and other inscriptions of the period
indicate that this might well be true . 35

Between this period and the

time in which Apuleius was writing the cult enjoyed periods of prosperity
and popularity but also suffered persecution, both by thos e people who
wished to preserve the traditional religion at Rome and by thos e who
attacked the religion for political reasons.

Historical references point

to four presecutions of the cult between the years of 58 and 48, B. C.,
where the consuls or the Senate ordered the destruction of the altars
or the temples of the cult because it was viewed as a thr ea t to the
traditional religion,36 but it seems that the religion spread despite
these actions since a new temple was erected in 42 B. C. by the Triumvirs
who were probably influen ced at this time by the impetus given to
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Egyptian culture by Julius Ca esar and Cleopatra.37

Supression of the

cult continued, however, and it is recorded that Octavian decreed that
the Egyptian rit es could not be celebrated inside the pomerium in 28 B. c . 38
This action which comes so close to the defeat of Antony at Actium seems
to have been undertaken for political reasons as a reaction to Antony
and his connections with Egypt.

On the other hand, there are strong

indications that the cult prospered despite the official condemnation
since Tibullus, Propertius, and Ovid who write in this period all state
that their mistresses were devoted to Isis.39

The last incident of

official persecution seems to have come during the reign of Tiberius
after a scandal in which a noble woman named Paulina was raped in the
temple of Isis after the priests had led her to believe that her lover
was the god Anubis himself.

The priests of Isis were crucified, the

temple demolished, and the cult statue was thrown into the Tiber by the
order of the Emperor.40
that the cult thrived .

From this time, however, there are indications
As was men tioned, Domitian restored the temple

in 80 A. D., and Juvenal gives a number of references to the popularity
of the cult . 41

The emperors Otho, Vespasian, and Commodus are all said to

have worshipped Isis.42

Hadrian also did Isis the great honor of having

one of the most elegant sections of his villa at Tivoli, the Canopus,
constructed in an Egyptian styl e and placed in it
Egyptian gods.

~he

statues of the

The cult had indeed spread throughout the Roman world,

and temples and altars to Isis and Serapis have been found in such r emote
places as Spain and Britain.43

These findings which attest to the

popularity of the cult during the Empire seem to be in keeping with
Apuleius' description of the cult as one which was both popular and
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wealthy.
The task of attempting to substantiate Apuleius' description of the
rites and the popularity of the cult is somewhat easier than the task of
attempting to find pnrallels between the religious sentiments which are
expressed in the eleventh book and the information which is found in other
sources.

Since The Golden Ass is the only known work which was written

by an Isaic initiate there is no other source which can equal it for the
wealth of detail which it provides about the religious satisfactions which
the worship of Isis can offer to its devotees.

It is possible, however,

to obtain some information about the nature of the worship from several
inscriptions and papyri which were written by worshippers of Isis, and a
tre atise written by Plutarch, Isis and Osiris, which is an attempt to see
the Egyptian religion in the light of the other world religions by
showing that the divine forces which are represented by the Egyptian gods
are common to all religions.

Plutarch's essay is filled with information

about Egyptian mythology and contains a number of facts about the practices of the initiates, but it lacks a discussion of the personal nature
of the religion which is so important in Apuleius' work.

Nevertheless, it

is invaluable as a source of information about the cult.
Of primary importance to the nature of the religious sentiments
which are found in Book XI is the all-p ervading power of the Goddess Isis.
She alone is all-powerful and capable of restoring Lucius to his human
form and of granting him eternal happiness.
Lucius she t e lls him of her great powers.

As the goddess appears to
Not only does she state that she

is the ruler of the universe, but she also states that she encompasses all
the gods in her one person:
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deorum dearumque facies uniformis

l5u~

I am the single form of the gods and goddesses.44
Her speech continues as she further identifies herself with the other
goddesses of the traditional pantheon; at different cities and among
different peoples she is called by various names, but her power remains
the same.

Isis is identified with all the major goddesses, but those

who had worshipped these goddesses, whether Minerva, Venus, Diana or
Proserpine, or Ceres, had been misled since the name of the true divine
ruler is Isis.45

This is a strange conception of divinity since all

previous religions are seen to be cases of mistaken identity, but indeed
this idea is not Apuleius' own invention, but it is one which is found
in several other sources.

There are inscriptions and papyri which list

the praises of Isis, and here also we see the goddess as an all-powerful
deity who is associated with the other gods.
Egyptian town of Oxyrhyn chus

A papyrus found at the

which is dated to the second century

A. D. bears a marked resemblance to the passage in The Golden Ass to
which we have just referred.

Like this passage, the papyrus gives a

list of the attributes of Isis and tells the other names by which she is
called in other cities and areas.
the list is long.

Most of the names are obscure, and

A few of the lines will suffice for an example :

I invoke thee, who at Aphroditopolis art called One-. • • ; at
Aphroditopolis in the Prosopite nome, fleet-commanding, ma ny-shaped
Aphrodite; at Delta, giver of favors; at Calamisis, gentle; at
Caren e, affectionate; at Niciu, immortal, giver; • • • 0 lady Isis,
greatest of the gods, first of names, Io Sothis; thou rulest over
the mid-air and the immeasurable • • • • 46
Isis is the greatest of the gods, but she is also equated with the
traditional god Venus, and in other parts of the passage she is equated
with other gods.

In this document the praises of Isis and her other cult
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names _are listed indiscriminately and A. D. Nock has made the following
comment about this phenomenon:
It is of interest also that no distinction is made between the
genuine epithets holy, mightiest, undefiled, and the names of other
deities identified with Isis. That is to say, the identifications
are regarded as complete and the local names of other goddesses so
equated as pure epithets of Isis.47
Isis is again equated with the Graeco-Roman gods in Plutarch's treatise
and in a copy of an inscription which had been placed before the temple
of Isis at Memphis.

In this inscription written in the first person

Isis says that she was "taught by Hermes," and among her other attributes she states that she is " called the Lawgiver."

The editor of this

passage states that the original word used in the text is "Thesmophoros, "
the Greek word for lawgiver which is a traditional epithet of Demeter.48
In Plutarch, too, we see that Isis was called by many names but yet
her power was thought to be universal:

~ yap ~IcrL~ tcr~~ ~€v ~0 "~~ ~vasw~ ~TIAv, ~a~
O£~~~~ov ana?~~ ysv£crsw~, ~ "} uno,6~ ~wv nOAAWV
~vp~wvv~os ~£~AD~aL, 6~a ~o naaa~ vno ~o~ A6yov
~psno~Ev~ ~op~a~ oexscr~a~ ~aL ~o£a~.

For Isis is the female principle of Nature which is receptive of
all birth • • • , and she has been exto lled with countless names by
most people since she has changed herself to accept all forms and
appearances.49
Isis is queen of the universe, but there is also mention made of
her husband Osiris and the other gods of the Egyptian pantheon in this
religious scheme.

Apuleius mentions Osiris as al most an afterthought i n

Book XI, for although Lucius undergoes two more initiations into his
rites when he arrives at Rome, little is said about the spiritual satisfactio ns which Osiris brings since they are overshadowed by the moving
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description of Isis.

Nevertheless, he does state that there is religious

unity between the two gods although the ir rites are different :
Quamquam enim connexa, immo vero inunita ratio numinis religionisque
esset, tamen teletae discrimen interesse maximum:
Although the principles of the divi nity and of the religion are
connected and gre atly united, the differe nc e between their methods
is great.50
In this same vein, Plutarch goes to great lengths to attempt to show the
extent to which the Egyptians beli eved Osiris to be one of the dominant
forces in the universe.

Just as Isis is thought to be the female

principl e of all things, so Osiris is believed to be the male principle,
as symbolized by his association with the life-giving waters of the
Nile.51

In a later passage Osiris is said to have been identical with

Dionysus who represented the same forces of fertility to the Greeks.52
Apuleius also mentions the other Egyptian gods in his description of the Isaic religion.

They play no part in the personal revelation

of the religion to Lucius since on ly Isis and Osiris appear to him in
dreams, but they are mentioned as being important in the procession
which went down to the seashore to bless the sacred ship.

Apuleius

describes the procession as containing a number of the symbols of the gods ,
but he names only one dei ty, Anubis, the messenger of the gods who
seems to be identified in function with the god Mercury whose Caduceus
or rod is also carried in the procession.

Plutarch also states that at

times this Egyptian god was identified with Hermes , the Greek Mercury.53
In addition to the gods me ntion ed in The Golden Ass its elf, archaeological
evidence points to the presence of a number of Egyptian gods and some of
their Graeco - Roman counterparts in Isaic templ es , indicating that the
religion was not as monthe istic as Lucius' per sonal encounter with Isis
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might indicate.
Thus, two religious trend s seem to be present in the Isaic
r eligion as it is described by Apuleius.

On one hand there is the godd ess

Isis who declares herself to be omnipotent and appears to Lucius personally,
offering to change him back into human form and giving him the hope of
eternal life.

On the other hand we are presented with the other gods

of the Egyptian pantheon and particularly with the god Osiris who is
also described as an all-powerful deity , "deus deum magnorum potior,"
"a god more powerful than the great gods."54

These two concepts of

divinity seem to be so contradictory as to be incompatible, but I believe
that the paradox can be resolved when it is understood that the worship
of Isis was organized as both a personal religion and a national r eligion
which was given sanction by the state.
The personal nature of the worship of the goddess Isis is
described with the greatest warmth of feeling in The Golden Ass.

Isis

appears to Lucius personally, coming to him when he did not specifically
request her help.

She offers him eternal life although he did not ask

for it, and s eem s to remain with him throughout the period of his initiation at Cenchreae.

It seems that Lucius greatest pleasure is the con-

templation of her statue since the goddess communicates with him in this
way:
Paucis dehinc ibidem commoratus diebus inexplicabili voluptate
simulacri divine perfruebar, irremunerabili quippe beneficio
pigneratus. Sed tand em deae monitu, • • • domuitionem comparo, vix
equidem abruptis ardentissimi desiderii retinaculis.
And when I had delayed at that same place for a few days, I enjoyed the inexplicable pleasure of the divine image since I had
been given benefits which cannot be repaid. But at l ength after
the goddess had so ordered • • • I hastened homeward although the
ties of my most arde nt desire could hardly be broken.55
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Although Lucius later sees a vision of Osiris
when he is in Rome, the
personal nature of his contact with the deity
is not the same, or at
l east it is not described . Lucius has a personal relationship
with Isis
which he does not have with any of the other Egyptian gods,
and as
A. J. Festugiere would say, "

. to Isis he had given his heart."56

It

is this personal devotion to the goddess which gives Isis her importance
in Apuleius' work and her importance in the cult throughout the GraccoRoman world .
Apuleius is not alone in noting the importance of the personal
appeal of Isis and the individual call which her initiates would receive
although The Golden Ass is the best example of the personal appeal of the
cult.

There are a number of references to the personal nature of the

call of the divinity.

In the copy of the Isaic inscription which had

existed at Memphis Isis says that she "revea l ed mysteries unto men,"57
artd in one of Pausaniae' descrip tions of a temple of Isis he also states
that initiates must first receive a ca ll from the goddess:
About forty furlongs from the temple of Aesculapius is an enclosure
and sacred shrine of Isis, the holiest of all the sanctuaries made
by the Greeks for the Egyptian goddess. For • • • there is no
admission to the shrine save for those whom Isis herself has
favored with an i nvitat ion i n a dream ."58
The Oxyrhynchus Papyrus to which we have referred also notes that Isis
makes personal appearances to her followers:
• • • thou art seen by those who invoke thee faithfully.59
This personal relationship with the deity, the feeling that the worshipper
is indeed loved and cared for by the deity seems to be one of the vital
forces in Isaic religious belief, or at least it is this aspect of the
religion which is stressed in Apuleius.

It is not surprising that this

form of worship would attract men and women to the cult since it seems
that personal devotion to a particular deity was not a part of the
traditional Graeco-Roman re ligion.

A. D. Nock describes this fundamental

difference:
rn c·lassical Greec e some men, as for instance Pindar, had a special
devotion to a particular deity, but the normal ideal was that of
the man who performed all due observances punctually and well without seeking particular light and leading.60
The cult of Isis was superior to the traditional religions in that it
offered this personal communication with the deity.
The presence of the other gods in the Egyptain pantheon can be
better understood, I believe, when they are seen in relation to the fact
that the original Graeco-Roman cult of Isis and Serapis was established by
Ptoleoy Soter as a state religion which would unite the Greeks and the
Egyptians in one fait h.

The cult was successful in that it combined

elements of both religions which were familiar to the people of both
nationalities.

The gods of ancient Egypt appealed to the Egyptians and

offered a new, exotic eleme nt to the religion of the Greeks.

On the other

hand the gods had to appeal to the traditional concepts of divinity of
both peoples, and in both cases this involved beliefs in a number of gods.
The Greeks could associate Osiris with Dionys~~ and Isis with Demeter
or with any one of the other major goddesses, and the lesser Egyptian
deities could be identified with the other gods of the Graeco-Roman
pantheon.

The worship of Isis and Osiris was not completely new since

traditional religious concepts were not destroyed but rather amplified.
The very fact that Plutarch could write a long essay in which he attempts
to prove that the Egyptian religion could be equated with Greek beliefs
in all major aspects shows this process of syncretism at work.

Since the
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Greeks and the Romans were comfortable with their beliefs in many gods,
the growth of the cult of Isis enabled them to increase their religious
experience by offering personal contact with the deity, but it did not
force them to change their basiG conception of the powers which govern the
universe .
Isis appe als to Lucius because she appears to him personally in
a dream and ena bl es him to continue to have close personal contact
with her divine presence, but she also appeals to him for perhaps a
grea ter reason since she offers him the hope of eternal life.

He will

inhabit the Elysian Fields as a reward for a life on earth which is
both physically and spiritually pure.

Such a promise, as I have stateo

before , if extraordinary in the light of tradit ional Graeco-Roman
beliefs in immortality, but is is surprising to note that this great
attribute of the religion is rarely mentioned in the ancient sources
which refe r to the worship of Isis.

Modern scholars do agree, however,

that immortality was one of the main tenets of the Egyptian religion, and
the other sources which l ead them to this conclusion seem to be Plutarch's
treatise, a few references in other sources, and archaeological evidence .
The basis for the belief in immortality is described in Plutarch
although he does not state that those who are initiated into the cult
will receive eternal life.

Life after death could be achieved, however,

because the god Osiris himself was able to conquer death and return to
life as ruler of the underworld.

The myth of the death and resurrection

of Osiris is told in its most complete form in Plutarch's work .

The

story is quite compl ex and involves a number of the other gods of the
Egyptian pantheon, but in its easic form it is told as follows:

Isis and
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Osiris were both brother and sister and husband and wife and represented
the force s of good i n the universe .

The ir brother Tryphon, the god of

evi l, devised a plot to kill Osiris, and after devising a chest which fit
Osiris' body perfectly, he locked him up in it and later divid ed his
body into fourteen parts and scattered each in a different place .

Isis

greatly lamented her d ismembered husband and wandered thro ughout Egypt
to find the pieces and at length was able to restore the body, thus
bringing her husband back to li fe .

Osiris then remained as lord and

judge of the underworl d .61
It was this myth which was recreated every year by the worshippers
of Isis and Osiris when they celebrated the "finding of Osiris," a
festival which is referred to in Plutarch, and in Juvena1.62
This myth can form the basis for a be li ef in eternal life, Franz
Cumont believes, in that the initiates coul d associate themselves with
the god Osiris and believe that they would be assimilated to the deity
after death.

He describes this belief in immortality as fol lows:

The departed went down into the infernal regions, where a man becaoe
another Serapis, a woman another Isis.63
In anothe r work he f urther descr ibes this be li ef :
I f , then, the deceased has piously served Osiris-Serapis, he was
assimilated to that god, and shared his immortality in the underworld, where the judge of the dead held forth . He lived no t as a
t enuous shade or as a subtle spirit, but in full possession of his
body as well as of his soul.64
Although this statement does not f it exactly into the description of the
after life as i t is given in Apuleius where Isis says only that Lucius
will "s ee" her in the und erwor ld,65 Cumont bases his belief on the images
which arc seen on a number of funerary reliefs which picture the dead
man wearing the Modius of Serapis, the bushel-like headpiece which is
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always seen on the god in Graeco-Roman representations of him in art .66
Cumont's interpretation of the nature of the after li fe may
perhaps be somewhat extreme when seen i n re lat ion to Apuleius' descrip tion, but other sources indicate that the belief in immortality was
common although i t may not have al waysmvolved assimilation to the god.
The inscriptions and symbols of the religion indicate that there was
some belief in eternal life.
a common Isaic symbol,

while one of the most frequently found inscrip-

tions on Isaic tombstones was
n

The lotus, the symbol of immortality,was

c:u<Puxs", 6o [YJ cro" d "Ocrt. p" <;

To

<Puxpov

.

uowp, "Be of good courage, may Osiris give you cool water ."6 7

The dead

were believed to be capable of receiving spiritual r efreshment .

Belief

in eternal li fe could also be seen in efforts which were made to preserve
the remains of the de ad .
who desecrate tombs.68

One source calls upon Isis to punish those
These sources seem to substantiate Apuleius'

claim t ha t the worship of Isis did promise the hope of eternal li fe .
Although there are no direct parall els to the type of immortality which
Apuleius describes, it seems tha t there were no rigid doc trines which
attempted to de scribe the nature of the eternal bliss.

As Samuel Dill

says,
The Alexandrine fai th in immortality, by the grace of Isis and
Serapis, probably did not inquire too curiously into the ma nn er of
the resurrection.69
In any case, there is no evide nce which contradicts Apuleius' assertion
that eternal life was one of the advantages offered by the Isa ic religion.
We have examined the re ligious themes which have occurred
throughout The Metamorphoses, and we have seen that the descr iptio n of
the Isaic religion which Apuleius gives in the work can be substantiated
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by other ancient sources .

The full significance of the religious

themes in~ Metamorphoses can only be understood, I believe, when they
are seen in relation to what is known of the character of the other
worshippers of the cult.

Lucius' religious sentiments are noble, but it

is important to attempt to determine whether they are representative of
a number of the initiates or whether Lucius' piety should be considered
to be more fiction than fact .

We have seen that Apuleius' own life cannot

be identified with the life which we might consider that Lucius would
lead after his conversion, but

it is also possible to compare The

Golden~ with the other sources which refer to the character of the

Isaic initiates.
There are a number of sources which furnish references to the
worshippers of Isis, but unfortunately some of them were written by
critics of the religion who showed their prejudices in their accounts.
Nevertheless, it is possible to obtain what I believe to be a relatively
accurate picture of the types of people who were attracted to Isis and
the depth of the religious sentiments which they expressed.
Of all the writers who mention the followers of Isis, none is
more sympathetic to the cult or more like Apuleius in his estimation of
the high religious sentiments expressed by the religion than Plutarch.
He writes on the philosophical rather than the popular appeal of the cult
so that there is very little information about the worshippers themselves,
but Plutarch does devote some space to a discussion of the priests of
Isis whom he holds in great regard .

He considers the men who are devo ut

priests of Isis to be the equals of philosophers since they search for
and understand the high religious ideals of the cult:
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aA~'!cr~ax6s,scr~~v WS ~AD~w~

o ~a

p,~~xvu~cva xa~

opw~cva ncp~ ~ovs ~Eovs ~ov~ous, o~av v6~w napaAa~n,
AOy~ ~D~WV XaL ~~Aoao~wv ncpL ~~s EV au~ots aAD~c~&s.

For the true worshipper of Isis is one who, whenever he has by
custom received those things which are taught and performed concerning these gods, using reasonA searches after and philosophizes about the truth in them.7u
Plutarch then begins to describe the ascetic life which these men lead,
saying that they abstain from all things which are superfluous or unclean, inc ludi ng such things as certain types of vegetables and meats
and almost all fish . 71
therefore impure.

Hair, they feel, is surplus material and is

It is for this reason that they shave their heads

and wear linen garments, refraining from wearing those which are made
of wool.72

It seems, then, that Apuleius' description of the ascetic

lif e and the high religious ideals which the priests of Isis espoused
in The Golden Ass was accurate when compared to this description of
Plu tarch.
Plutarch's impression of the cu lt was not universal, for just as
Plutarch gives the cult the highest praise, so other writers unhesitantly
comdemn it.

Plutarch and Apuleius describe the priesthood ad one which

upheld the highest moral standards, but we are faced with the incident
related by Josephus to which we have previously referred in which the
priests of the temp le at Rome accepted a bribe and permitted a young man
to seduce the woman he loved within the walls of the temple since the
priests convinced her that he was the god Anubis. 73

In addition to

mentioning an isolated case of the corruption in the priesthood, this
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incident would also tend to disprove both Apuleius' and Plutarch's
descriptions of the cult as one in which high religious principles
reigned supreme .

The woman had believed that she was greatly honored to

have been chosen by the god himself, and told her husband ~nd her friends
about her great fortune, and these people also believed the story.

Such

a high degree of credulity is not in keeping with what Apuleius had
described as the sophisticated religious beliefs of the initiates.
Other writers imply that the conditions in the temples were worse
than those which are described in Josephus.

Juvenal implies that the

temple of Isis was a haven for prostitutes , 74 and Ovid in his Ars
Amatoria says that the temple is one of the first places where a young
man should look if he is trying to find a new mistress.75

These

references do not imply that the priestesses themselves were prostitutes,
but rather that prostitutes were especially devoted to the goddess.
The presence of these women at the temple indicates that the ascetic
life and constant religious devotion was not required of all the initiates
in the way that Lucius feels that it is required of him.

Instead, it

seems that religious piety was required only at certain times of the
year and did not normally interfere with one's way of life.

Juvenal in

his sixth satire lashes out at a wealthy woman who severely beats her
maids and her hairdresser and then goes to the temple of Isis.76

Thirty-

three lines later he presents the same woman displaying mock piety at
the celebration commemorating the finding of Osiris:
hibernum fracta glacie descendet in amnem,
ter matutino Tiberi mergetur et ipsis
verticibus timidum caput abluet, indo superbi
totum regis agrum nuda ac tremibunda cruentis
erepet genibus:
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In the morning she will go down to the wintery
stream, break the ice, and plunge three times into
the Tiber and wash her shaking head in its waters.
From there, naked and trembling, she creeps across the
enti r e field of Tarquin the Proud on bloody knees.77
Juvenal had little respect for the worshippers of Isis, but the elegia c
poets also indicate that the peity which the worshippers of Isis exhibited was sporadic and no t constant as Lucius would lead us to believe.
As we have mentioned, Ovid, Tibullus and Propertius all mention that
their mistresses were devoted to Isis.

Each lame nts that his mistress

must refrain from sexual relations for a period of time in order to
fulfill her vows to Isis.78

Chastity is only required of priests; the

laity must abide by these rules only during certain times of the years.
Thus, it seems that the description of the cult as it is presented in
The Golden Ass is the description of the religious life and the religious
philosophy of a priest.

It is probably not far from the truth since

Plutarch's description of the Priests of Isis is quite close to that of
Apuleius. -However, there was probably a great gap between the religious
sentiments of the priests and thos e of the laity.

The popular aspects

of the cult seem to be concerned with ritual as in the procession at
Cenchreae and the ceremonies surrounding the finding of Osiris, and with
the mythology and the superstitions of the cult.

Both Apuleius and

Plutarch speak of the religion in terms which would almost compare it to
monotheism, while evidence found in the temples indicates the presence
of a large number of gods, probably to satisfy popular belief in a
complex mythology.

Nevertheless, the religion of Isis did offer, if only

to the clergy, some of the highest religious sentiments to be found in
Gra eco -Roman paganism.

As A. D. Nock says of Lucius' conversion to Isis:
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It cannot be supposed that his is a normal level of pagan re ligious emotion, but it should certainly be remembered that it is
a level which it could and did reach.79
Thus, I believe that the presentation of the cult of Isis as it
is given in The Golden Ass is accurate in that much of Apuleius'
description of the cult can be verified by other sources.

The cult was

popular and widespread, and Isis was believed to be a powerful deity who
was capable of bestowing eternal life.

Apuleius' description of Lucius'

religious sentiments also seems accurate when it is understood that Lucius
was training for the priesthood and that the laity would probably not be
required to live such an ascetic life or so totally devote themselves to
the goddess.

It is indeed probable that Apuleius was describi ng the

Isaic rites and beliefs as he witnessed them at his own initiation and
as he learned them from the priests of Isis.

Since the religious

sentiments which are described in The Golden Ass are for the most part
factual, and since it is believed that Isis could indeed offer men the
salvation which she offers to Lucius, I believe that it is all the more
probable that Apuleius wrote The Golden Ass with the full intention of
maki ng it a saga of religious redemption, the pagan

Pilgrim'~

Progress.

His descript ion of the cult of Isis was real, not fictiona, and the offer
of salvation which is given to Lucius might be seen by Apuleius' contemporaries as an invitation to all men to see the high religious goals
to which they could attain.
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